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Reality has a well-known liberal bias.

—Stephen Colbert





Introduction

Equations to Refute Einstein

We all know that many American conservatives have issues with Charles Darwin, and the theory of evolution. But Albert Einstein, and the theory of relativity?

If you’re surprised, allow me to introduce Conservapedia, the right-wing answer to Wikipedia and ground zero for all that is scientifically and factually inaccurate, for political reasons, on the Internet.

Claiming over 285 million page views since its 2006 inception, Conservapedia is the creation of Andrew Schlafly, a lawyer, engineer, homeschooler, and one of six children of Phyllis Schlafly, the anti-feminist and anti-abortionist who successfully battled the Equal Rights Amendment in the 1970s. In his mother’s heyday, conservative activists were establishing vast mailing lists and newsletters, and rallying the troops. Her son learned that they also had to marshal “truth” to their side, now achieved not through the mail but the Web.

So when Schafly realized that Wikipedia was using BCE (“Before Common Era”) rather than BC (“Before Christ”) to date historical events, he’d had enough. He decided to create his own contrary fact repository, declaring, “It’s impossible for an encyclopedia to be neutral.” Conservapedia definitely isn’t neutral about science. Its 37,000 plus pages of content include items attacking evolution and global warming, wrongly claiming (contrary to psychological consensus) that homosexuality is a choice and tied to mental disorders, and incorrectly asserting (contrary to medical consensus) that abortion causes breast cancer.

The whopper, though, has to be Conservapedia’s nearly 6,000 word, equation-filled entry on the theory of relativity. It’s accompanied by a long webpage of “counterexamples” to Einstein’s great scientific edifice, which merges insights like E = mc2 (part of the special theory of relativity) with his later account of gravitation (the general theory of relativity).

“Relativity has been met with much resistance in the scientific world,” declares Conservapedia. “To date, a Nobel Prize has never been awarded for Relativity.” The site goes on to catalogue the “political aspects of relativity,” charging that some liberals have “extrapolated the theory” to favor their agendas. That includes President Barack Obama, who (it is claimed) helped publish an article applying relativity in the legal sphere while attending Harvard Law School in the late 1980s.

“Virtually no one who is taught and believes Relativity continues to read the Bible, a book that outsells New York Times bestsellers by a hundred-fold,” Conservapedia continues. But even that’s not the site’s most staggering claim. In its list of “counterexamples” to relativity, Conservapedia provides 36 alleged cases, including the following:

“The action-at-a-distance by Jesus, described in John 4:46–54, Matthew 15:28, and Matthew 27:51.”
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If you are an American liberal or progressive and you just read the passage above, you are probably about to split your sides—or punch a wall. Sure enough, once liberal and science-focused bloggers caught wind of Conservapedia’s anti-Einstein sallies, Schlafly was quickly called a “crackpot,” “crazy,” “dishonest,” and so on.

These being liberals and scientists, there were also ample factual refutations. Take Conservapedia’s bizarre claim that relativity hasn’t led to any fruitful technologies. To the contrary, GPS devices rely on an understanding of relativity, as do PET scans and particle accelerators. Relativity works—if it didn’t, we would have noticed by now, and the theory would never have come to enjoy its current scientific status.

Little changed at Conservapedia after these errors were dismantled, however (though more anti-relativity “counterexamples” and Bible references were added). For not only does the site embrace a very different firmament of “facts” about the world than modern science: It also employs a different approach to editing than Wikipedia. Schlafly has said of the founding of Conservapedia that it “strengthened my faith. I don’t have to live with what’s printed in the newspaper. I don’t have to take what’s put out by Wikipedia. We’ve got our own way to express knowledge, and the more that we can clear out the liberal bias that erodes our faith, the better.”

You might be thinking that Conservapedia’s unabashed denial of relativity is an extreme case, located in the same circle of intellectual hell as claims that HIV doesn’t cause AIDS and 9/11 was an inside job. If so, I want to ask you to think again. Structurally, the denial of something so irrefutable, the elaborate rationalization of that denial, and above all the refusal to consider the overwhelming body of counterevidence and modify one’s view, is something we find all around us today. It’s hard to call it rational—and hard to deny it’s everywhere.

Every contentious fact- or science-based issue in American politics now plays out just like the conflict between Conservapedia and liberals—and physicists—over relativity. Again and again it’s a fruitless battle between incompatible “truths,” with no progress made and no retractions offered by those who are just plain wrong—and can be shown to be through simple fact checking mechanisms that all good journalists, not to mention open-minded and critically thinking citizens, can employ.

What’s more, no matter how much the fact-checkers strive to remain “bipartisan,” it is pretty hard to argue that the distribution of falsehoods today is politically equal or symmetrical. It’s not that liberals are never wrong or biased; a number of liberal errors will be described and debunked in these pages. Nevertheless—and as I will show—politicized wrongness today is clustered among Republicans, conservatives, and especially Tea Partiers.

Their willingness to deny what’s true may seem especially outrageous when it infects scientific topics like evolution or climate change. But there’s nothing unique about these subjects, other than perhaps the part of campus where you’ll find them taught. The same thing happens with economics, with American history, and with any other factual matter where there’s something ideological—in other words, something emotional and personal—at stake.

As soon as that occurs, today’s conservatives have their own “truth,” their own experts to spout it, and their own communication channels—newspapers, cable networks, talk radio shows, blogs, encyclopedias, think tanks, even universities—to broad- and narrowcast it. The reality described through these channels is vastly different than the reality that liberals occupy. The worldviews are worlds apart—and at most, the country can only exist in one of them.

Insanity has been defined as doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different outcome, and that’s precisely where our country now stands with regard to the conservative denial of reality. For a long time, we’ve been trained to equivocate, to not to see it for what it is—sweeping, systemic. Yet the problem is gradually dawning on many of us, particularly as the 2012 election began to unfold and one maverick Republican, Jon Huntsman, put his party’s anti-science tendencies in focus with a Tweet heard round the world:

To be clear, I believe in evolution and trust scientists on global warming. Call me crazy.

But the right’s rejection of science is just the beginning. And our political culture remains unwilling to acknowledge what our own eyes show us: That denying facts is not a phenomenon equally distributed across the political spectrum.

The cost of this assault on reality is dramatic. Many of these falsehoods affect lives and have had—or will have—world-changing consequences. And more dangerous than any of them is the utter erosion of a shared sense of what’s true—which they both generate, and perpetuate.
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In these pages, we’ll encounter an array of lies, misperceptions, and misguided political beliefs, and marvel at some of the elaborate arguments used to justify them. And we’ll do some debunking—but that’s not the point of the exercise. The real goal is to understand how these false claims (and rationalizations) could exist and persist in human minds, and why they are endlessly generated. In other words, we seek to understand how the political right could be so wrong, and how conservatives, Republicans, and Tea Party members could actually believe these things.

That’s what I set out to discover when I embarked on researching this book. I wanted an explanation, because I saw a phenomenon crying out for one.

Consider, just briefly, some of the wrong ideas that have taken hold of significant swaths of the conservative population in the U.S., and that have featured prominently in public policy debates and discussions in recent years. This catalogue is necessarily quite incomplete—ignoring entire issue areas where falsehoods are rampant, like immigration. Still, it gives a sense of the problem’s sweeping extent.


The Identity of the President of the United States. Many conservatives believe President Obama is a Muslim. What’s more, a stunning 64 percent of Republican voters in the 2010 election thought it was “not clear” whether he had been born in the United States. These people often think he was born in Kenya, and the birth certificate showing otherwise is bunk, a forgery, etc. They also think this relatively centrist Democrat is a closet—or even overt—socialist. At the extreme, they consider him a “Manchurian candidate” for an international leftist agenda—and yes, those are their actual words.

The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act of 2009. Many conservatives believe that the law they deride as “Obamacare” represented a “government takeover of health care.” They also think, as Sarah Palin claimed, that it created government “death panels” to make end-of-life care decisions for the elderly. What’s more, they think it will increase the federal budget deficit (and that most economists agree with this claim), cut benefits to those on Medicare, and subsidize abortions and the health care of illegal immigrants. None of these things are true.

Sexuality and Reproductive Health. Many conservatives—especially on the Christian Right—claim that having an abortion increases a woman’s risk of breast cancer or mental disorders. They claim that fetuses can perceive pain at 20 weeks of gestation, that same-sex parenting is bad for kids, and that homosexuality is a disorder, or a choice, and is curable through therapy. None of this is true.

The Iraq War. The mid-2000s saw the mass dissemination of a number of falsehoods about the war in Iraq, including claims that weapons of mass destruction were found after the U.S. invasion and that Iraq and Al Qaeda were proven collaborators. And political conservatives were much more likely than liberals to believe these falsehoods. Studies have shown as much of Fox News viewers, and also of so-called authoritarians, an increasingly significant part of the conservative base (about whom more soon). In one study, 37 percent of authoritarians (but 15 percent of non-authoritarians) believed WMD had been found in Iraq, and 55 percent of authoritarians (but 19 percent of non-authoritarians) believed that Saddam Hussein had been directly involved in the 9/11 attacks.

Economics. Many conservatives hold the clearly incorrect view—explicitly espoused by former president George W. Bush—that tax cuts increase government revenue. They also think President Obama raised their income taxes, that he’s responsible for current government budget deficits, and that his flagship economic stimulus bill didn’t create many jobs or even caused job losses (and that most economists concur with this assessment). In some ways most alarming of all, in mid-2011 conservatives advanced the dangerous idea that the federal government could simply “prioritize payments” if Congress failed to raise the debt ceiling. None of this is true, and the last belief, in particular, risked economic calamity.

American History. Many conservatives—especially on the Christian Right—believe the United States was founded as a “Christian nation.” They consider the separation of church and state a “myth,” not at all assured by the First Amendment. And they twist history in myriad other ways, large and small, including Sarah Palin’s claim that Paul Revere “warned the British” and Michele Bachmann’s claim that the Founding Fathers “worked tirelessly” to put an end to slavery.

Sundry Errors. Many conservatives claimed that President Obama’s late 2010 trip to India would cost $200 million per day, or $2 billion for a ten day visit! And they claimed that, in 2007, Congress banned incandescent light bulbs, a truly intolerable assault on American freedoms. Only, Congress did no such thing. (To give just a few examples.)

Science. This is the area I care about most deeply, and the denial here is particularly intense. In a nationally representative survey released just as I was finishing this book—many prior surveys have found similar things—only 18 percent of Republicans and Tea Party members accepted the scientific consensus that global warming is caused by humans, and only 45 and 43 percent (respectively) accepted human evolution.



In other words, political conservatives have placed themselves in direct conflict with modern scientific knowledge, which shows beyond serious question that global warming is real and caused by humans, and evolution is real and the cause of humans. If you don’t accept either claim, you cannot possibly understand the world or our place in it.

The evidence suggests that many conservatives today just don’t.
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Errors and misperceptions like these can have momentous consequences. They can ruin lives, economies, countries, and planets. And today, it is clearly conservatives—much more than liberals—who reject what is true about war and peace, health and safety, history and money, science and government.

But why is that the case? Why are today’s liberals usually right, and today’s conservatives usually wrong? This book is my attempt to provide a convincing answer to that question, by exploring the emerging science of the political brain.

One possible answer is what I’ll call the “environmental explanation.” This is an account of today’s U.S. political right that, while it might admit that modern conservatives have become misaligned with reality, nevertheless relies on a fairly standard historical narrative to explain how we arrived in a world in which Democrats are the party of experts, scientists, and facts.

It’s an easy tale for me to tell—I’ve told a version of it before, in my 2005 book The Republican War on Science. For science in particular, the “environmental” account runs something like this:

At least since the time of Ronald Reagan, but arcing back further, the modern American conservative movement has taken control of the Republican Party and aligned it with a key set of interest groups who have had bones to pick with various aspects of scientific reality—most notably, corporate anti-regulatory interests and religious conservatives. And so these interests fought back against the relevant facts—and Republican leaders, dependent on their votes, joined them, making science denial an increasingly important part of the conservative and Republican political identity.

Thus, for instance, the religious right (then the “Moral Majority”) didn’t like evolution. And so Ronald Reagan made anti-evolutionary remarks (as, later, did George W. Bush). Corporate interests, chiefly electric power companies, didn’t like the science showing they were contributing to acid rain. And they had big money—and big motives—to resist it. So Reagan’s administration denied the science on this subject and ran out the clock on dealing with it—just as, later, George W. Bush would do on another environmental problem to which power companies (and oil companies, and many other types of companies) contribute: global warming.

Meanwhile, party allegiances created a strange bedfellows effect. The enemy of one’s friend was also an enemy, so we saw conservative Christians denying climate science, and pharmaceutical companies donating heaps of money to a party whose Christian base regularly attacks biomedical research. Despite these contradictions, economic and social conservatives profited enough from their allegiance that it was in the interests of both to hold it together.

In such an account, the problem of conservative science denial is ascribed to political opportunism—rooted in the desire to appease either religious impulses or corporate profit motives. But is this the right answer?

It isn’t wrong, exactly. There’s much truth to it. Yet it completely ignores what we now know about the psychology of our politics.
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The environmental account ascribes Republican science denial (and for other forms of denial, the story would be similar) to the particular exigencies and alignments of American political history. That’s what the party did because it had to, to get ahead. And today, goes the thinking, this leaves us with a vast gulf between Democrats and Republicans in their acceptance of modern climate science and many other scientific conclusions, with conservatives increasingly distrustful of science, and with scientists and the highly educated moving steadily to the left.

There’s just one problem: This account ignores the possibility that there might be real differences between liberals and conservatives that influence how they respond to scientific or factual information. It assumes we’re all blank slates—that we all want the same basic things—and then we respond to political forces not unlike air molecules inside a balloon. We get knocked this way and that, sure. And we start out in different places, thus ensuring different trajectories. But at the end of the day, we’re all just air molecules.

But what if we’re not all the same kind of molecule? What if we respond to political or factual collisions in different ways, with different spins or velocities? As I will show in these pages, there’s considerable scientific evidence suggesting that this is the case.

For instance, the historic political awakening of what we now call the Religious Right was nothing if not a defense of cultural traditionalism—which had been threatened by the 1960s counterculture, Roe v. Wade, and continued inroads by feminists, gay rights activists, and many others—and a more hierarchical social structure (family values, with the father at the head, the wife by his side). It was a classic counter-reaction to too much change, too much pushing of equality, and too many attacks on traditional values—all occurring too fast. And it mobilized a strong strand of right-wing authoritarianism in U.S. politics—one that had either been dormant previously, or at least more evenly distributed across the parties.

The rise of the Religious Right was thus the epitome of conservatism on a psychological level—clutching for something certain in a changing world; wanting to preserve one’s own ways in uncertain times, and one’s own group in the face of difference—and can’t be fully understood without putting this variable into play. (When I say “psychology” here and throughout the book, I’m referring to the scientific discipline, not to the practice of psychotherapy or counseling.)

The problem is that people are deathly afraid of psychology, and never more so than when it is applied to political beliefs. Political journalists, in particular, almost uniformly avoid this kind of approach. They try to remain on the surface of things, telling endless stories of horse races and rivalries, strategies and interests, and key “turning points.” All of which are, of course, real. And conveniently, by sticking with them you never have to take the dangerous journey into anybody’s head.

But what if these only tell half the story?
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This book is my attempt to consider the other half—to tell an “environment plus psychology” story. And it’s about time.

As I began to investigate the underlying causes for the conservative denial of reality that we see all around us, I found it impossible to ignore a mounting body of evidence—from political science, social psychology, evolutionary psychology, cognitive neuroscience, and genetics—that points to a key conclusion. Political conservatives seem to be very different from political liberals at the level of psychology and personality. And inevitably, this influences the way the two groups argue and process information.

Let’s be clear: This is not a claim about intelligence. Nor am I saying that conservatives are somehow worse people than liberals; the groups are just different. Liberals have their own weaknesses grounded in psychology, and conservatives are very aware of this. (Many of the arguments in this book could be inverted and repackaged into a book called The Democratic Brain—with a Spock-like caricature of President Obama on the cover.)

Nevertheless, some of the differences between liberals and conservatives have clear implications for how they respond to evidence in political debates. Take, for instance, their divergence on a core personality measure called Openness to Experience (and the suite of characteristics that go along with it). The evidence here is quite strong: overall, liberals tend to be more open, flexible, curious and nuanced—and conservatives tend to be more closed, fixed and certain in their views.

What’s more, since Openness is a core aspect of personality, examining this difference points us toward the study of the political brain. The field is very young, but scientists are already showing that average “liberal” and “conservative” brains differ in suggestive ways. Indeed, as we’ll see, it’s even possible that these differences could be related to a large and still unidentified number of “political” genes—although to be sure, genes are only one influence out of very many upon our political views. But they appear to be an underrated one.

What all of this means is that our inability to agree on the facts can no longer be explained solely at the surface of our politics. It has to be traced, as well, to deeper psychological and cognitive factors. And such an approach won’t merely cast light on why we see so much “truthiness” today, so many postmodern fights between the left and the right over reality. Phenomena ranging from conservative brinksmanship over raising the debt ceiling to the old “What’s the Matter with Kansas?” problem—why do poor conservatives vote against their economic interests?—make vastly more sense when viewed through the lens of political psychology.

Before going any further, I want to emphasize that this argument is not a form of what is often called reductionism. Just because psychology seems relevant to explaining why the left and the right have diverged over reality doesn’t mean that nothing else is, or that I am reducing conservatives to just their psychology (or reducing psychology to cognitive neuroscience, or cognitive neuroscience to genes, and so on). “We can never give a complete explanation of anything interesting about human beings in psychology,” explains the University of Cambridge psychologist Fraser Watts. But that doesn’t mean there’s nothing to be learned from the endeavor.

Complex phenomena like human political behavior always have many causes, not one. This book fully recognizes that and does not embrace a position that could fairly be called determinism. Human brains are flexible and change daily; people have choices, and those choices alter who they are. Nevertheless, there are broad tendencies in the population that really matter, and cannot be ignored.

We don’t understand everything there is to know yet about the underlying reasons why conservatives and liberals are different. We don’t know how all the puzzle pieces—cognitive styles, personality traits, psychological needs, moral intuitions, brain structures, and genes—fit together. And we know that environmental factors are at least as important as psychological ones. This means that what I’m saying applies at the level of large groups, but may founder in the case of any particular individual.

Still, we know enough to begin pooling together all the scientific evidence. And when you do—even if you provide all the caveats, and I’ve just exhausted them—there’s a lot of consistency. And it all makes a lot of sense. Conservatism, after all, means nothing if not supporting political and social stability and resisting change. I’m merely tracing some of the appeal of this philosophy to psychology, and then discussing what this means for how we debate what is “true” in contested areas.

Such is the evidence I’m going to present, the story I’m going to tell. In its course, I’ll introduce information that will discomfort both sides—not only conservatives. They won’t like hearing that they’re often wrong and dogmatic about it, so they may dogmatically resist this conclusion. They may also try to turn the tables and pretend liberals are the closed-minded ones, ignoring volumes of science in the process. (I’m waiting, Ann Coulter.)

But liberals will also be forced to look in the mirror, and if I’m right about their personality traits they’ll be more open to doing so. As a result, some will learn from these pages that their refutations of false conservative claims don’t work and should not be expected to work—and that they should not irrationally cling to the idea that somehow they should.
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For after all, what about liberals? Aren’t we wrong too, and dogmatic too?

The typical waffling liberal answer is, “er . . . sort of.” Liberals aren’t always right—I’ll show some cases where they’re misguided and even fairly doctrinaire about it—but that’s not the central problem. Our particular dysfunction is, typically, more complex and even paradoxical.

On the one hand, we’re absolutely outraged by partisan misinformation. Lies about “death panels.” People seriously thinking that President Obama is a Muslim. Climate change denial. Debt ceiling denial. These things drive us crazy, in large part because we can’t comprehend how such intellectual abominations could possibly exist. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard a fellow liberal say, “I can’t believe the Republicans are so stupid they can believe X!”

And not only are we enraged by lies and misinformation; we want to refute them—to argue, argue, argue about why we’re right and Republicans are wrong. Indeed, we often act as though right-wing misinformation’s defeat is nigh, if we could only make people wiser and more educated (just like us) and get them the medicine that is correct information.

In this, we both underestimate conservatives, and we fail to understand them.

To begin to remedy that defect, let’s go back to the Conservapedia-relativity dustup, and make an observation that liberals and physicists did not always credit. No matter how hard it is to understand how someone could devote himself to an enterprise like Conservapedia, its author—Andrew Schlafly—is not stupid. Quite the contrary.

He’s a Harvard Law School graduate. He has an engineering degree from Princeton, and used to work both for Intel and for Bell Labs. His relativity entry is filled with equations that I myself can neither write nor solve. He hails from a highly intellectual conservative family—his mother, Phyllis, is also Harvard educated and, according to her biographer, excelled in school at a time when women too rarely had the opportunity to compete with men at that level. Mother and son thus draw a neat, half-century connection between the birth of modern American conservatism on the one hand, and the insistence that conservatives have their own “facts,” better than liberal facts thank you very much, on the other.

So it is not that Schlafly, or other conservatives as sophisticated as he, can’t make an argument. Rather, the problem is that when Schlafly makes an argument, it’s hard to believe it has anything to do with real intellectual give and take or an openness to changing his mind. His own words suggest that he’s arguing to reaffirm what he already thinks (his “faith”), to defend the authorities he trusts, and to bolster the beliefs of his compatriots, his tribe, his team.

Liberals (and scientists) have too often tried to dodge the mounting evidence that this is how people work. Too often, they’ve failed to think as we will in this book, perhaps because it leads to a place that terrifies them: an anti-Enlightenment world in which evidence and argument don’t work to change people’s minds.

But that response, too, is a form of denial—liberal denial, a doctrine whose chief delusion is not so much the failure to accept facts, but rather, the failure to understand conservatives. And that denial can’t continue. Because as President Obama’s first term has shown—from the health-care battle to the debt ceiling crisis—ignoring the psychology of the right has not only left liberals frustrated and angry, but has left the country in a considerably worse state than that.
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Let me give you a word about my methodology, followed by a brief roadmap.

My approach in dealing with this topic is that of a science journalist first—but also, when necessary, a political analyst and commentator. My discussions of the psychology and the cognitive neuroscience of why people deny facts and resist persuasion, and why liberals and conservatives differ, are all based on large volumes of published, peer-reviewed research—along with scores of interviews with the experts working in this field.

At times I also make inferences, rooted in published science, about what the next step for research might be—or, about the broader implications of current knowledge. Here, I have generally interviewed experts to make sure the inference is not an unreasonable one, and often, I’ve quoted them on the point. That said, I realize that some of my conclusions will be controversial, and none of the scientists quoted or cited here should be presumed to agree with everything I say. They’re not responsible for my claims—only I am.

This book is broken into five sections, so let me briefly summarize what they are.

Before we can begin to understand conservative unreason, we need a scientifically informed account of unreason in general—and to sweep away any lingering delusions about the power of old-fashioned Enlightenment “rationality.” To that end, Part I begins with a tragic story about how human rationality is supposed to work—a tragic liberal story set in Revolutionary France, where our political differences were first defined on a left-right spectrum. Alas, we simply don’t reason in the way that some in the “Age of Reason” thought we should, and to explain why, I’ll explore a phenomenon that psychologists and political scientists call “motivated reasoning.” As a result, I’ll show that—sadly for the Enlightenment vision of humanity—human reason, standing on its own, isn’t really a very good tool for getting at truth, and may not have even been designed (by evolution) for this purpose.

All people reason in a motivated, biased way some of the time—just think of some of the arguments you had during your last relationship. But that doesn’t necessarily make us all equally resistant to persuasion, or equally closed-minded. Part II therefore explores the two core political ideologies—liberalism and conservatism—and what psychologists have learned about their underlying motivations and attributes. In the process, I’ll synthesize a body of psychological evidence suggesting conservatives may be more rigid, less flexible in their style of thinking. But I’ll also show the counterpoint—perhaps it is tougher to detect this left-right bias differential than we may think, and the cause of the present reality gap between liberals and conservatives lies elsewhere. And I’ll examine what is in some ways the most revolutionary idea at all—the increasingly powerful notion that, while the environment assuredly matters, much of the left-right difference may ultimately be influenced by genetics, and even detectable in structures in the brain.

Yet it would be foolish to claim that psychology determines everything. Our core differences are real, but they are also set against the shifting backdrop of U.S. politics, where the Republican Party has lurched to the right in the past four decades, grown more ideological and authoritarian, and consequently alienated many scholars, scientists, and intellectuals with its repeated assaults on their knowledge—pushing them further into the liberal camp.

In Part III, then, I’ll consider the changing and increasingly polarized political context, and how these environmental factors have interacted with our ideological predispositions. To that end, this section tracks the growth of the modern right, and shows how conservatives have forged their own sources of “counterexpertise” in an array of think tanks and ideologically sympathetic media outlets—even as, in response, the expert class as a whole has shifted further to the left. The section also examines the process that political scientists and psychologists call selective exposure: How we sort ourselves into different information streams that reaffirm our core convictions—an effect that cable and the Internet seem to have put on speed, with Fox News serving as our case in point.

By this point the book’s central argument will be established, and Part IV summarizes where that leaves us. Here I will show that while liberals aren’t always right, conservatives are vastly more wrong today about science and the facts in general—and, to give two case studies, economics and American history. And given motivated reasoning, liberal-conservative differences, selective exposure, and the growth of right-wing counterexpertise and today’s fractured media, we can begin to understand why. In fact, the truly monumental state of conservative wrongness about the facts is itself powerful evidence that my combined psychological and environmental interpretation has something going for it.

At the close of Part IV, I’ll weigh potential counterarguments. To that end, I’ll examine three prominent issues where liberals, it is alleged, tend to be more wrong about science and the facts than conservatives—natural gas extraction using an increasingly controversial (although not particularly new) technology called “fracking,” the safety of nuclear power, and the nonexistent relationship between childhood vaccines and autism. Here I’ll show that, although some liberals (or occupants of the political left) do seem to err seriously on these issues—and not surprisingly, for these issues push particular buttons that make liberals emotional and biased—there’s something else going on, too, that makes the outcome very different from leading cases of conservative denial of the facts.

Part V then presents something fairly novel in a journalistic work like this one—a new psychology experiment. Here, I’ll describe how I collaborated with a political scientist named Everett Young to test whether conservatives and liberals differ in their basic tendency to engage in motivated reasoning—a hypothesis implied by the well-known differences between liberals and conservatives, but not yet proven. And what did we find? You may be surprised—we certainly were.

Finally, the conclusion explains what we must do in light of what science is beginning to reveal about our political psychology, and indeed, our biopolitics.
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Part One

Politics, Facts, and Brains





Prelude

Liberal Fresco on a Prison Wall

Seven years ago I published a book called The Republican War on Science. It was all about how the political right was wrong, and attacking reality on issues where the evidence was incontrovertible—climate change, evolution, stem cells, contraception, the health risks of abortion, and on and on and on.

The book certainly got noticed. It made the New York Times bestseller list. It generated volumes of discussion, and even an entire book dedicated to discussing its arguments.

Changing minds on the other side of the aisle, though? Not so much.

I don’t think I fully realized, at the time, that I was following a script written long before. I was dreaming a dream of how it ought to work when false claims are aired, espoused, or defended for any reason, political or otherwise.

The dream was that the power of human reason would eventually stamp out lies, prejudices, and falsehoods, delivering a truly enlightened society. It would be a society in which ideologically driven misinformation would gradually decline or disappear, vanquished and chased from the public sphere by rational arguments (like mine). It would be a society in which everybody could agree on the core facts about the world, especially those that matter to public policy and the future.

It was only years later that I learned about the man who, perhaps more movingly than any other, had shouted this liberal, scientific vision from the rooftops. His name was the Marquis de Condorcet, and he was the single greatest champion of human reason during a time when human passion proved far more powerful: The French Revolution.

I want to begin these pages with his story, because nothing better demonstrates how moving—and yet also how tragically flawed—such a vision turned out to be.
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Marie-Jean-Antoine-Nicolas Cariat, the Marquis de Condorcet, was born in 1743 into the French penny aristocracy. His family held a title, but not any wealth. His father, a soldier, died just after he was born. His mother, devoutly religious, dressed him like a girl; soon he was off to study under the Jesuits, whose dogmatism he righteously hated.

No wonder he would turn from it all, rebel, and pursue a life of science and reason.

Moving to Paris, Condorcet blasted to the top of French science with an early study on integral calculus. He would eventually become permanent secretary of the French Académie des Sciences, and a round denouncer of religion and superstition in all its forms—a flagrant atheist of the sort that it had only recently become possible to be.

His contemporaries described him in paradoxes: the “rabid sheep,” the “volcano covered with snow.” In person, he was shy and inarticulate, as well as sickly and unhealthy. Yet he could explode with passion when inspired by ideas.

As he ascended in Enlightenment circles, Condorcet got to know luminaries like Voltaire, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and Tom Paine. But he embarked on an intellectual quest perhaps more ambitious than any of theirs, seeking nothing less than to derive a “science of society.” Condorcet’s motto was “social mathematics,” and his creed probability. We can’t know much with certainty, he reasoned, but for many things we can at least know their likelihood—a fact with vast political implications.

Applying such principles would make government more enlightened, scientific.

As the revolutionary period neared—and the political distinctions of “left” and “right” were first defined, based upon whether or not one wanted to overthrow France’s ancien regime—Condorcet got to test his ideas. He was elected to the newly formed Legislative Assembly in 1791 and became its president. He was also elected to the 1792 Convention, the new republic’s first governing body, and served as its vice president.

Yet in this maelstrom, reason did not prevail—and neither did Condorcet. He wasn’t a very good politician; certainly, he was no straight-arrow decider like George W. Bush.

Instead he was a man of too much nuance at a time of too strong passions, and before long he fell on the wrong side. Condorcet’s allies, the moderate Girondists, were thrust out of the convention on June 2, 1793. Condorcet had played a central role in drawing up a constitution for the new republic, based on his probabilistic principles. But it was tainted with the perception of Girondism, and the Convention ultimately rammed through an alternative, Jacobin constitution instead.

And here was Condorcet’s fatal mistake—he couldn’t keep silent. He had to stand up for reason and argue back. So he circulated an anonymous pamphlet blasting this constitution, but his identity was exposed and the Jacobins called for his arrest. He escaped, went into hiding, and started writing his greatest work, the Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind.

Condorcet would have been laboring over it as his Girondin friends were guillotined, and when he himself was condemned to death for conspiring against the Republic. The Sketch’s greatness thus derives not solely from its contents, but also from its unique character as an unfolding nonfiction tragedy. It’s the literary equivalent, wrote the famed anthropologist James George Frazer, of a “great fresco on a prison wall.”

After reading Condorcet, you can never think about “reason” in the same way again.
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Condorcet’s Sketch is the most powerful work of nonfiction I’ve read. In 2009 while a visiting associate at Princeton University, I was first introduced to photocopied excerpts of the work—but that just wasn’t enough.

So I paid nearly $100 on Amazon for my own copy. I can’t think of a book that moves me more; but then, I’m a liberal who cares about science and ensuring a more enlightened society. I would love it, wouldn’t I?

But Condorcet’s vision doesn’t just stir me—it saddens me deeply. Reading Condorcet is like dousing liberal-scientific assumptions about human rationality in what Ted Koppel once called an “acid bath of truth.”
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Condorcet began at the dawn of humanity with “man” in a “state of nature.” He then showed how humanity had proceeded to elevate itself to an apotheosis of reason that has no boundary, save the “absolute perfection of the human race.” The “perfectibility of man is truly indefinite,” Condorcet claimed—meaning that “truth alone will obtain a lasting victory.”

Granted, there would be some setbacks along the way. In Condorcet’s narrative, the enemies of progress are always the same two baddies: dictators and priests—and especially Christianity. He didn’t call his much despised strongmen and holy men “conservatives”—but of course, that’s who they often were.

The good guys in the story, meanwhile, are science and its heroes—Copernicus, Galileo, and so on; let us call them the “liberals”—and a series of great innovations: the alphabet, the printing press, global trade and the 16th- and 17th-century voyages of discovery. And they, ultimately, are the winners of the grand pageant of history.

In Condorcet’s account, free inquiry and critical thinking—“that spirit of doubt which submits facts and proofs to severe rational scrutiny”—must prove unstoppable. It’s virtually a law of nature. In the long run, our better faculties will enable not only the expansion of human reason, but the creation of political systems based upon universal human rights, social contracts, majority rule, and so on—precisely the sort of constitution Condorcet tried to enshrine in France as the terror descended.

But how would Condorcet’s future society handle lies, delusions, and politicized misinformation? How would it handle a Conservapedia? How would it handle anti-evolutionists, or global warming deniers?

In Condorcet’s vision, such nonsense is stamped out by the widespread dissemination of reasoned arguments—aided by one key technology, the printing press. For Condorcet, this machine is the savior of mankind. It ensures that “no science will ever fall below the point it has reached”—because once knowledge can be recorded, stored, and widely disseminated, it’s impossible to suppress.

And the enlightenment imparted by printed arguments isn’t just for the elites, Condorcet explained, but for the masses. “Any new mistake is criticized as soon as it is made,” he wrote, “and often attacked even before it has been propagated; and so it has no time to take root in men’s minds.” Before long, he forecast, every individual would be equipped “to defend himself against prejudice by the strength of his reason alone; and finally, to escape the deceits of charlatans who would lay snares for his fortune, his health, his freedom of thought and his conscience under the pretext of granting him health, wealth, and salvation.”

In Condorcet’s future, there would be no fortune tellers, no lotteries or casinos, and no convincing the public that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction and was working with Al-Qaeda. People would see through it all, and run the hucksters out of town.
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Condorcet really believed that if you put the facts out there, the best arguments will prevail and people will become more enlightened and reasonable. True to form, that’s exactly what he did when he signed his death warrant by publicly criticizing the Jacobin constitution. But that’s what he had to do: Reasoned argument was, for him, the core mechanism driving the “progress of the human mind.”

He wasn’t just consistent—he was heroic in that consistency.

Although they might not state it quite so frankly, today many liberals and scientists would appear to agree with Condorcet. They love to argue, and strive to disseminate reason as widely as they can. This is the modus operandi of our universities, our think tanks and foundations, our media and publications. In a sense, we’re all Condorcets now—or at least we act like it.

Yet if we return to the master, we find that Condorcet’s account of the “progress of the human mind” contains little account of the workings of the human mind. Modern psychology and cognitive neuroscience didn’t exist yet, so you can’t really blame him. But Condorcet’s descendants have far less of an excuse.

For if we apply Condorcet’s favorite tools—science and reason—to how human beings process information, we quickly perceive why his vision has a fatal flaw. That will be our task in the coming pages, where we’ll learn that, contrary to Condorcet’s account, scientific and fact-based arguments often don’t work to persuade us; education often doesn’t protect us from lies and misinformation; more information and more knowledge sometimes just give us more opportunities to twist and distort—and worst of all, the two groups that we’ll broadly call “liberals” and “conservatives” have an array of divergent traits that sometimes make them unable to perceive or agree upon the same reality. (In this schematic, Condorcet was an anti-authoritarian and change-embracing “liberal,” through and through.)

All of which leaves scientists, and liberals who want to operate in the Condorcet mode, in quite an. . . . awkward situation. It turns out that there are facts about why we deny facts. It turns out there’s a science of why we deny science.
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But the sadness of reading Condorcet, the tragedy, does not merely arise from the realization that we cannot defeat misinformation or achieve public enlightenment through rational argument. It’s more situational. We know in reading this text that Condorcet—this brilliant mind, this champion of reason in politics and in everyday life, who bravely risked his life by publishing attacks on the murderous Jacobins, and trying to keep the ideals of the French Revolution intact despite the mounting bloodshed—is about to die.

Picture Condorcet in hiding, writing steadily, smuggling out notes to his beloved wife and daughter, to whom he will soon have to bid eternal farewell. Could you have clung to such an impassioned view of the future of humanity—against all odds, when there was absolutely nothing to feel optimistic about? Could you have maintained the dream even as the nightmare inched ever closer?

Here is the final paragraph of the Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind, showing how Condorcet’s dream of reason and Enlightenment must have kept him going through it all:

How consoling for the philosopher who laments the errors, the crimes, the injustices which still pollute the earth and of which he is often the victim is this view of the human race, emancipated from its shackles, released from the empire of fate and from that of the enemies of its progress, advancing with a firm and sure step along the path of truth, virtue, and happiness! It is the contemplation of this prospect that rewards him for all his efforts to assist the progress of reason and the defense of liberty. He dares to regard these strivings as part of the eternal chain of human destiny; and in this persuasion he is filled with the true delight of virtue and the pleasure of having done some lasting good which fate can never destroy by a sinister stroke of revenge, by calling back the reign of slavery and prejudice. Such contemplation is for him an asylum, in which the memory of his persecutors cannot pursue him; there he lives in thought with man restored to his natural rights and dignity, forgets man tormented and corrupted by greed, fear or envy; there he lives with his peers in an Elysium created by reason and graced by the purest pleasures known to the love of mankind.

On March 25, 1794, Condorcet left his place of hiding, hoping to protect his own protector—one Madame Vernet—who ran the risk of being guillotined herself if he was discovered under her roof. Traveling in disguise, he made it out of Paris—but then came the betrayal. Condorcet’s “friends” at his next planned refuge turned him away, left him in the cold.

After two days of wandering, the authorities arrested Condorcet on March 27, 1794. He was placed in a prison at Bourg-la-Reine, which had been temporarily renamed Bourg-Égalité in honor of the Revolution.

The next day—some speculate from suicide, others say from simple exhaustion—his body was found on the floor of his cell.
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Chapter One

Denying Minds

It is impossible—for a liberal, anyway—not to admire the Marquis de Condorcet. The passion and clarity with which he articulated a progressive vision of science-based Enlightenment is more inspiring than several football stadiums of people shouting the word “reason” simultaneously.

But the great scientific liberal was wrong about one of the things that matters most. He was incorrect in thinking that the broader dissemination of reasoned arguments would necessarily lead to greater acceptance of them. And he was equally wrong to think that the refutation of false claims would lead human beings to discard them.

Why? To show as much, let’s examine another story, this time a mind-bending experiment from mid-twentieth-century psychology—one that has been greatly built upon by subsequent research.
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“A man with a conviction is a hard man to change. Tell him you disagree and he turns away. Show him facts or figures and he questions your sources. Appeal to logic and he fails to see your point.”

So wrote the celebrated Stanford University psychologist Leon Festinger, in a passage that might have been referring to the denial of global warming. But the year was too early for that—this was in the 1950s—and Festinger was instead describing his most famous piece of research.

Festinger and several of his colleagues had infiltrated the Seekers, a small Chicago-area group whose members thought they were communicating with alien intelligences, including one “Sananda,” whom they believed to be the astral incarnation of Jesus Christ. The group was led by a woman the researchers dubbed “Marian Keech” (her real name was Dorothy Martin), who transcribed the interstellar messages through automatic writing. That’s how Mrs. Keech knew the world was about to end.

Through her pen, the aliens had given the precise date of an earth-rending cataclysm: December 21, 1954. Some of Mrs. Keech’s followers had, accordingly, quit their jobs and sold their property. They literally expected to be rescued by flying saucers when the continent split asunder and a new sea submerged much of the current United States. They even went so far as to rip zippers out of trousers and remove brassieres, because they believed that metal would pose a danger on the spacecraft.

Festinger and his team were with the group when the prophecy failed. First, the “boys upstairs” (as the aliens were sometimes called) failed to show up and rescue the Seekers. Then December 21 arrived without incident. It was the moment Festinger had been waiting for: How would people so emotionally invested in a belief system react now that it had been soundly refuted?

At first, the group struggled for an explanation. But then rationalization set in. Conveniently, a new message arrived via Mrs. Keech’s pen, announcing that they’d all been spared at the last minute. As Festinger summarized the new pronouncement from the stars: “The little group, sitting all night long, had spread so much light that God had saved the world from destruction.” Their willingness to believe in the prophecy had saved everyone on Earth from the prophecy!

From that day forward, Mrs. Keech and her followers, previously shy of the press and indifferent toward evangelizing, began to proselytize about their beliefs. “Their sense of urgency was enormous,” wrote Festinger. The devastation of all they had believed made them more sure of their beliefs than ever.
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In the annals of delusion and denial, you don’t get much more extreme than Mrs. Keech and her followers. They lost their jobs, the press mocked them, and there were efforts to keep them away from impressionable young minds. Mrs. Keech’s small group of UFO obsessives would lie at one end of the spectrum of human self-delusion—and at the other would stand an utterly dispassionate scientist, who carefully updates her conclusions based on each new piece of evidence.

The fact, though, is that all of us are susceptible to such follies of “reasoning,” even if we’re rarely so extreme.

To see as much, let’s ask the question: What was going through the minds of Mrs. Keech and her followers when they reinterpreted a clear and direct refutation of their belief system into a confirmation of it? Festinger came up with a theory called “cognitive dissonance” to explain this occurrence. The idea is that when the mind holds thoughts or ideas that are in conflict, or when it is assaulted by facts that contradict core beliefs, this creates an unpleasant sensation or discomfort—and so one moves to resolve the dissonance by bringing ideas into compatibility again. The goal isn’t accuracy per se; it’s to achieve consistency between one’s beliefs—and prior beliefs and commitments, especially strong emotional ones, take precedence. Thus, the disconfirming information was rendered consistent with the Seekers’ “theory” by turning it into a confirmation.

You might think of Festinger’s work on the Seekers as a kind of midpoint between the depictions contained in psychologically insightful 19th-century novels like Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations—whose main character, Pip, is a painful study in self-delusion—and what we’re now learning from modern neuroscience. Since Festinger’s day, an array of new discoveries have further demonstrated how our pre-existing beliefs, far more than any new facts, can skew our thoughts, and even color what we consider our most dispassionate and logical conclusions.

The result of these developments is that cognitive dissonance theory has been somewhat updated, although certainly not discarded. One source of confusion is that in light of modern neuroscience, the word “cognitive”—which in common parlance would seem to suggest conscious thought—can be misleading, as we now know that much of this is occurring in an automatic, subconscious way. Cognitive dissonance theory still successfully explains many psychological observations and results, with a classic example being how smokers rationalize the knowledge that they’re signing their death warrant (“but it keeps me thin; I’ll quit later when my looks don’t matter so much”). But its core findings are increasingly being subsumed under a theory called “motivated reasoning.”

This theory builds on one of the key insights of modern neuroscience: Thinking and reasoning are actually suffused with emotion (or what researchers often call “affect”). And not just that: Many of our reactions to stimuli and information are neither reflective nor dispassionate, but rather emotional and automatic, and set in motion prior to (and often in the absence of) conscious thought.

Neuroscientists now know that the vast majority of the brain’s actions occur subconsciously and automatically. We are only aware of a very small fraction of what the brain is up to—some estimates suggest about 2 percent. In other words, not only do we feel before we think—but most of the time, we don’t even reach the second step. And even when we get there, our emotions are often guiding our reasoning.

I’ll sketch out why the brain operates in this way in a moment. For now, just consider the consequences: Our prior emotional commitments—operating in a way we’re not even aware of—often cause us to misread all kinds of evidence, or selectively interpret it to favor what we already believe. This kind of response has been found repeatedly in psychology studies. People read and respond even to scientific or technical evidence so as to justify their pre-existing beliefs.

In a classic 1979 experiment, for instance, pro- and anti-death penalty advocates were exposed to descriptions of two fake scientific studies, one supporting and one undermining the notion that capital punishment deters violent crime and, in particular, murder. They were also shown detailed methodological discussions and critiques of the fake studies—and, cleverly, the researchers had ensured that each study design sometimes produced a pro-deterrent, and sometimes an anti-deterrent, conclusion. Thus, in a scientific sense, no study was “stronger” than another—they were all equally conjured out of thin air.

Yet in each case, and regardless of its design, advocates more heavily criticized studies whose conclusions disagreed with their own, while describing studies that were more ideologically congenial as more “convincing.”

Since then, similar results have been found for how people respond to “evidence” and studies about affirmative action and gun control, the accuracy of gay stereotypes, and much more. Motivated reasoning emerges again and again. Even when study subjects are explicitly instructed to be unbiased and evenhanded about the evidence, they often fail. They see what they want to see, guided by where they’re coming from.
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Why do people behave like this, and respond in this way in controlled psychology studies? What’s so powerful about the theory of motivated reasoning is that we can now sketch out, to a significant extent, how the process occurs in the human brain—and why we have brains that go through such a process to begin with.

Evolution built the human brain—but not all at once. The brain has been described as a “confederation of systems” with different evolutionary ages and purposes. Many of these systems, and especially the older ones, are closely related to those that we find in other animals. Others are more unique to us—they evolved alongside the rapid increase in the size of our brains that allowed us to become homo sapiens, somewhere in Africa well over 150,000 years ago.

The systems of the human brain work very well together. Evolution wouldn’t have built an information processing machine that tended to get you killed. But there are also some oddities that arise because evolution could only build onto what it already had, jury-rigging and tweaking rather than designing something new from the ground up.

As a result of this tinkering, we essentially find ourselves with an evolutionarily older brain lying beneath and enveloped by a newer brain, both bound together and acting in coordination. The older parts—the subcortex, the limbic regions—tend to be involved in emotional or automatic responses. These are stark and binary reactions—not discerning or discriminating. And they occur extremely rapidly, much more so than our conscious thoughts. Positive or negative feelings about people, things, and ideas arise in a matter of milliseconds, fast enough to detect with an EEG device but long before we’re aware of it.

The newer parts of the brain, such as the prefrontal cortex, empower abstract reasoning, language, and more conscious and goal-directed behavior. In general, these operations are slower and only able to focus on a few things or ideas at once. Their bandwidth is limited.

Thus, while the newer parts of the brain may be responsible for our species’ greatest innovations and insights, it isn’t like they always get to run the show. “There are certain important circumstances where natural selection basically didn’t trust us to make the right choice,” explains Aaron Sell, an evolutionary psychologist at Griffith University in Australia. “We have a highly experimental frontal lobe that plays around with ideas, but there are circumstances, like danger, where we’re not allowed to do that.” Instead, the rapid-fire emotions take control and run an automatic response program—e.g., fight or flight.

Indeed, according to evolutionary psychologists Leda Cosmides and John Tooby of the University of California-Santa Barbara, the emotions are best thought of as a kind of control system to coordinate brain operations—Matrix-like programs for running all the other programs. And when the control programs kick in, human reason doesn’t necessarily get the option of an override.

How does this set the stage for motivated reasoning?

Mirroring this evolutionary account, psychologists have been talking seriously about the “primacy of affect”—emotions preceding, and often trumping, our conscious thoughts—for three decades. Today they broadly break the brain’s actions into the operations of “System 1” and “System 2,” which are roughly analogous to the emotional and the reasoning brain.

System 1, the older system, governs our rapid fire emotions; System 2 refers to our slower moving, thoughtful, and conscious processing of information. Its operations, however, aren’t necessarily free of emotion or bias. Quite the contrary: System 1 can drive System 2. Before you’re even aware you’re reasoning your emotions may have set you on a course of thinking that’s highly skewed, especially on topics you care a great deal about.

How do System 1’s biases infiltrate System 2? The mechanism is thought to be memory retrieval—in other words, the thoughts, images, and arguments called into one’s conscious mind following a rapid emotional reaction. Memory, as embodied in the brain, is conceived of as a network, made up of nodes and linkages between them—and what occurs after an emotional reaction is called spreading activation. As you begin to call a subject to mind (like Sarah Palin) from your long-term memory, nodes associated with that subject (“woman,” “Republican,” “Bristol,” “death panels,” “Paul Revere”) are activated in a fanlike pattern—like a fire that races across a landscape but only burns a small fraction of the trees. And subconscious and automatic emotion starts the burn. It therefore determines what the conscious mind has available to work with—to argue with.

To see how it plays out in practice, consider a conservative Christian who has just heard about a new scientific discovery—a new hominid finding, say, confirming our evolutionary origins—that deeply challenges something he or she believes (“human beings were created by God”; “the book of Genesis is literally true”). What happens next, explains Stony Brook University political scientist Charles Taber, is a subconscious negative (or “affective”) response to the threatening new information—and that response, in turn, guides the type of memories and associations that are called into the conscious mind based on a network of emotionally laden associations and concepts. “They retrieve thoughts that are consistent with their previous beliefs,” says Taber, “and that will lead them to construct or build an argument and challenge to what they are hearing.”

In other words, when we think we’re reasoning we may instead be rationalizing. Or to use another analogy offered by University of Virginia social psychologist Jonathan Haidt: We may think we’re being scientists, but we’re actually being lawyers. Our “reasoning” is a means to a predetermined end—winning our “case”—and is shot through with classic biases of the sort that render Condorcet’s vision deeply problematic. These include the notorious “confirmation bias,” in which we give greater heed to evidence and arguments that bolster our beliefs, and seek out information to reinforce our prior commitments; as well as its evil twin the “disconfirmation bias,” in which we expend disproportionate energy trying to debunk or refute views and arguments that we find uncongenial, responding very defensively to threatening information and trying to pick it apart.

That may seem like a lot of jargon, but we all understand these mechanisms when it comes to interpersonal relationships. Charles Dickens understood them, even if not by name. If I don’t want to believe that my spouse is being unfaithful, or that my child is a bully—or, as in Great Expectations, that a convict is my benefactor—I can go to great lengths to explain away details and behaviors that seem obvious to everybody else. Everybody who isn’t too emotionally invested to accept them, anyway.

That’s not to suggest that we aren’t also motivated to perceive the world accurately—we often are. Or that we never change our minds—we do. It’s just that we sometimes have other important goals besides accuracy—including identity affirmation and protecting our sense of self. These can make us highly resistant to changing our beliefs when, by all rights, we probably should.
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Since it is fundamentally rooted in our brains, it should come as no surprise that motivated reasoning emerges when we’re very young. Some of the seeds appear to be present at least by age four or five, when kids are able to perceive differences in the “trustworthiness” of information sources.

“When 5-year-olds hear about a competition whose outcome was unclear,” write Yale psychologists Paul Bloom and Deena Skolnick Weisberg, “they are more likely to believe a person who claimed that he had lost the race (a statement that goes against his self interest) than a person who claimed that he had won the race (a statement that goes with his self-interest).” For Bloom and Weisberg, this is the very capacity that, while admirable in general, can in the right context set the stage for resistance to certain types of information or points of view.

The reason is that where there is conflicting opinion, children will decide upon the “trustworthiness” of the source—and they may well, in a contested case, decide that Mommy and Daddy are trustworthy, and the teacher talking about evolution isn’t. This will likely occur for emotional, motivated, or self-serving reasons.

As children develop into adolescents, motivated reasoning also develops. This, too, has been studied, and one of the experiments is memorable enough to describe in some detail.

Psychologist Paul Klaczynski of the University of Northern Colorado wanted to learn how well adolescents are capable of reasoning on topics they care deeply about. So he decided to see how they evaluated arguments about whether a kind of music they liked (either heavy metal or country) led people to engage in harmful or antisocial behavior (drug abuse, suicide, etc.). You might call it the Tipper Gore versus Frank Zappa experiment, recalling the 1980s debate over whether rock lyrics were corrupting kids and whether some albums needed to have parental labels on them.

Ninth and twelfth graders were presented with arguments about the behavioral consequences of listening to heavy metal or country music—each of which contained a classic logical fallacy, such as a hasty generalization or tu quoque (a diversion). The students were then asked how valid the arguments were, to discuss their strengths and weaknesses, and to describe how they might design experiments or tests to falsify the arguments they had heard.

Sure enough, the students were found to reason in a more biased way to defend the kind of music they liked. Country fans rated pro-country arguments as stronger than anti-country arguments (though all the arguments contained fallacies), flagged more problems or fallacies in anti-country arguments than in pro-country ones, and proposed better evidence-based tests of anti-country arguments than for the arguments that stroked their egos. Heavy metal fans did the same.

Consider, for example, one adolescent country fan’s response when asked how to disprove the self-serving view that listening to country music leads one to have better social skills. Instead of proposing a proper test (for example, examining antisocial behavior in country music listeners) the student instead relied on what Klaczynski called “pseudo-evidence”—making up a circuitous rationale so as to preserve a prior belief:

As I see it, country music has, like, themes to it about how to treat your neighbor. So, if you found someone who was listening to country, but that wasn’t a very nice person, I’d think you’d want to look at something else going on in his life. Like, what’s his parents like? You know, when you’ve got parents who treat you poorly or who don’t give you any respect, this happens a lot when you’re a teenager, then you’re not going to be a model citizen yourself.

Clearly, this is no test of the argument that country music listening improves your social skills. So the student was pressed on the matter—asked how this would constitute an adequate experiment or test. The response:

Well . . . you don’t really have to, what you have to look for is other stuff that’s happening. Talk to the person and see what they think is going on. So you could find a case where a person listens to country music, but doesn’t have many friends or get along very well. But, then, you talk to the person and see for yourself that the person’s life is probably pretty messed up.

Obviously this student was not ready or willing to subject his or her beliefs to a true challenge. “Adolescents protect their theories with a diverse battery of cognitive defenses designed to repel attacks on their positions,” wrote Klaczynski.

In another study—this time, one that presented students with the idea that their religious beliefs might lead to bad outcomes—Klaczynski and a colleague found a similar result. “At least by late adolescence,” he wrote, “individuals possess many of the competencies necessary for objective information processing but use these skills selectively.”
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The theory of motivated reasoning does not, in and of itself, explain why we might be driven to interpret information in a biased way, so as to protect and defend our preexisting convictions. Obviously, there will be a great variety of motivations, ranging from passionate love to financial greed.

What’s more, the motivations needn’t be purely selfish. Even though motivated reasoning is sometimes also referred to as “identity-protective cognition,” we don’t engage in this process to defend ourselves alone. Our identities are bound up with our social relationships and affiliations—with our families, communities, alma maters, teams, churches, political parties. Our groups. In this context, an attack on one’s group, or on some view with which the group is associated, can effectively operate like an attack on the self.

Nor does motivated reasoning suggest that we must all be equally biased. There are still checks one can put on the process. Other people, for instance, can help keep us honest—or, conversely, they can affirm our delusions, making us more confident in them. Societal institutions and norms—the norms of science, say, or the norms of good journalism, or the legal profession—can play the same role.

There may also be “stages” of motivated reasoning. Having a quick emotional impulse and then defending one’s beliefs in a psychology study is one thing. Doing so repeatedly, when constantly confronted with challenging information over time, is something else. At some point, people may “cry uncle” and accept inconvenient facts, even if they don’t do so when first confronted with them.

Finally, individuals may differ in their need to defend their beliefs, their internal desire to have unwavering convictions that do not and cannot change—to be absolutely convinced and certain about something, and never let it go. They may also differ in their need to be sure that their group is right, and the other group is wrong—in short, their need for solidarity and unity, or for having a strong in-group/out-group way of looking at the world. These are the areas, I will soon show, where liberals and conservatives often differ.

But let’s table that for now. What counts here is that our political, ideological, partisan, and religious convictions—because they are deeply held enough to comprise core parts of our personal identities, and because they link us to the groups that bulwark those identities and give us meaning—can be key drivers of motivated reasoning. They can make us virtually impervious to facts, logic, and reason. Anyone in a politically split family who has tried to argue with her mother, or father, about politics or religion—and eventually decided “that’s a subject we just don’t talk about”—knows what this is like, and how painful it can be.

And no wonder. If we have strong emotional convictions about something, then these convictions must be thought of as an actual physical part of our brains, residing not in any individual brain cell (or neuron) but rather in the complex connections between them, and the pattern of neural activation that has occurred so many times before, and will occur again. The more we activate a particular series of connections, the more powerful it becomes. It grows more and more a part of us, like the ability to play guitar or juggle a soccer ball.

So to attack that “belief” through logical or reasoned argument, and thereby expect it to vanish and cease to exist in a brain, is really a rather naïve idea. Certainly, it is not the wisest or most effective way of trying to “change brains,” as Berkeley cognitive linguist George Lakoff puts it.

We’ve inherited an Enlightenment tradition of thinking of beliefs as if they’re somehow disembodied, suspended above us in the ether, and all you have to do is float up the right bit of correct information and wrong beliefs will dispel, like bursting a soap bubble. Nothing could be further from the truth. Beliefs are physical. To attack them is like attacking one part of a person’s anatomy, almost like pricking his or her skin (or worse). And motivated reasoning might perhaps best be thought of as a defensive mechanism that is triggered by a direct attack upon a belief system, physically embodied in a brain.

I’ve still only begun to unpack this theory and its implications—and have barely drawn any meaningful distinctions between liberals and conservatives—but it is already apparent why Condorcet’s vision fails so badly. Condorcet believed that good arguments, widely disseminated, would win the day. The way the mind works, however, suggests that good arguments will only win the day when people don’t have strong emotional commitments that contradict them. Or to employ lingo sometimes used by the psychologists and political scientists working in this realm, it suggests that cold reasoning (rational, unemotional) is very different from hot reasoning (emotional, motivated).

Consider an example. You can easily correct a wrong belief when the belief is that Mother’s Day is May 8, but it’s actually May 9. Nobody is going to dispute that—nobody’s invested enough to do so (we hope), and moreover, you’d expect most of us to have strong motivations (which psychologists sometimes call accuracy motivations) to get the date of Mother’s Day right, rather than defensive motivations that might lead us to get it wrong. By the same token, in a quintessential example of “cold” and “System 2” reasoning, liberals and conservatives can both solve the same math problem and agree on the answer (again, we hope).

But when good arguments threaten our core belief systems, something very different happens. The whole process gets shunted into a different category. In the latter case, these arguments are likely to automatically provoke a negative subconscious and emotional reaction. Most of us will then come up with a reason to reject them—or, even in the absence of a reason, refuse to change our minds.
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Even scientists—supposedly the most rational and dispassionate among us and the purveyors of the most objective brand of knowledge—are susceptible to motivated reasoning. When they grow deeply committed to a view, they sometimes cling to it tenaciously and refuse to let go, ignoring or selectively reading the counterevidence. Every scientist can tell you about a completely intransigent colleague, who has clung to the same pet theory for decades.

However, what’s unique about science is that it has its origins in a world-changing attempt to weed out and control our lapses of objectivity—what the great 17th-century theorist of scientific method, Francis Bacon, dubbed the “idols of the mind.” That attempt is known as the Scientific Revolution, and revolutionary it was. Gradually, it engineered a series of processes to put checks on human biases, so that even if individual researchers are prone to fall in love with their own theories, peer review and the skepticism of one’s colleagues ensure that, eventually, the best ideas emerge. In fact, it is precisely because different scientists have different motivations and commitments—including the incentive to refute and unseat the views of their rivals, and thus garner fame and renown for themselves—that the process is supposed to work, among scientists, over the long term.

Thus when it comes to science, it’s not just the famous method that counts, but the norms shared by individuals who are part of the community. In science, it is seen as a virtue to hold your views tentatively, rather than with certainty, and to express them with the requisite caveats and without emotion. It is also seen as admirable to change your mind, based upon the weight of new evidence.

By contrast, for people who have authoritarian personalities or dispositions—predominantly political conservatives, and especially religious ones—seeming uncertain or indecisive may be seen as a sign of weakness.

If even scientists are susceptible to bias, you can imagine how ordinary people fare. When it comes to the dissemination of science—or contested facts in general—across a nonscientific populace, a very different process is often occurring than the scientific one. A vast number of individuals, with widely varying motivations, are responding to the conclusions that science, allegedly, has reached. Or so they’ve heard.

They’ve heard through a wide variety of information sources—news outlets with differing politics, friends and neighbors, political elites—and are processing the information through different brains, with very different commitments and beliefs, and different psychological needs and cognitive styles. And ironically, the fact that scientists and other experts usually employ so much nuance, and strive to disclose all remaining sources of uncertainty when they communicate their results, makes the evidence they present highly amenable to selective reading and misinterpretation. Giving ideologues or partisans data that’s relevant to their beliefs is a lot like unleashing them in the motivated reasoning equivalent of a candy store. In this context, rather than reaching an agreement or a consensus, you can expect different sides to polarize over the evidence and how to interpret it.
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Motivated reasoning thus helps to explain all manner of maddening, logically suspect maneuvers that people make when they’re in the middle of arguments so as to avoid changing their minds.

Consider one classic: goalpost shifting. This occurs when someone has made a clear and factually refutable claim, and staked a great deal on it—but once the claim meets its demise, the person demands some additional piece of evidence, or tweaks his or her views in some way so as to avoid having to give them up. That’s what the Seekers did when their prophecy failed; that’s what vaccine deniers do with each subsequent scientific discrediting of the idea that vaccines cause autism; that’s what the hardcore Birthers did when President Obama released his long-form birth certificate; that’s what the errant prophet Harold Camping did when his predicted rapture did not commence on May 21, 2011, and the world did not end on October 21, 2011.

In all of these cases, the individuals or groups involved had staked it all on a particular piece of information coming to light, or a particular event occurring. But when the evidence arrived and it contradicted their theories, they didn’t change their minds. They physically and emotionally couldn’t. Rather, they moved the goalposts.

Note, however, that only those who do not hold the irrational views in question see this behavior as suspect and illogical. The goalpost shifters probably don’t perceive what they are doing, or understand why it appears (to the rest of us) to be dishonest. This is also why we tend to perceive hypocrisy in others, not in ourselves.

Indeed, a very important motivated reasoning study documented precisely this: Democrats viewed a Republican presidential candidate as a flip-flopper or hypocrite when he changed positions, and vice versa. Yet each side was more willing to credit that his own party’s candidate had had an honest change in views.

The study in question was conducted by psychologist Drew Westen of Emory University (also the author of the much noted book The Political Brain) and his colleagues, and it’s path-breaking for at least two reasons. First, Westen studied the minds of strong political partisans when they were confronted with information that directly challenged their views during a contested election—Bush v. Kerry, 2004—a time when they were most likely to be highly emotional and biased. Second, Westen’s team used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to scan the brains of these strong partisans, discovering which parts were active during motivated reasoning.

In Westen’s study, strong Democrats and strong Republicans were presented with “contradictions”: Cases in which a person was described as having said one thing, and then done the opposite. In some cases these were politically neutral contradictions—e.g., about Walter Cronkite—but in some cases they were alleged contradictions by the 2004 presidential candidates. Here are some examples, which are fairly close to reality but were actually constructed for the study:

George W. Bush: “First of all, Ken Lay is a supporter of mine. I love the man. I got to know Ken Lay years ago, and he has given generously to my campaign. When I’m President, I plan to run the government like a CEO runs a country. Ken Lay and Enron are a model of how I’ll do that.”

Contradictory: Mr. Bush now avoids any mention of Ken Lay and is critical of Enron when asked.

John Kerry: During the 1996 campaign, Kerry told a Boston Globe reporter that the Social Security system should be overhauled. He said Congress should consider raising the retirement age and means testing benefits. “I know it’s going to be unpopular,” he said. “But we have a generational responsibility to fix this problem.”

Contradictory: This year, on Meet the Press, Kerry pledged that he will never tax or cut benefits to seniors or raise the age for eligibility for Social Security.

Encountering these contradictions, the subjects were then asked to consider whether the “statements and actions are inconsistent with each other,” and to rate how much inconsistency (or, we might say, hypocrisy) they felt they’d seen. The result was predictable, but powerful: Republicans tended to see hypocrisy in Kerry (but not Bush), and Democrats tended to see the opposite. Both groups, though, were much more in agreement about whether they’d seen hypocrisy in politically neutral figures.

This study also provides our first tantalizing piece of evidence that Republicans may be more biased, overall, in defense of their political beliefs or their party. While members of both groups in the study saw more hypocrisy or contradiction in the candidate they opposed, Democrats were more likely to see hypocrisy in their own candidate, Kerry, as well. But Republicans were less likely to see it in Bush. Thus, the authors concluded that Republicans showed “a small but significant tendency to reason to more biased conclusions regarding Bush than Democrats did toward Kerry.”

While all this was happening, the research subjects were also having their brains scanned. Sure enough, the results showed that when engaged in biased political reasoning, partisans were not using parts of the brain associated with “cold,” logical thinking. Rather, they were using a variety of regions associated with emotional processing and psychological defense. Instead of listing all the regions here—there are too many, you’d be drowning in words like “ventral”—let me instead underscore the key conclusion.

Westen captured the activation of what appeared to be emotionally oriented brain circuits when subjects were faced with a logical contradiction that activated their partisan impulses. He did not capture calm, rational deliberation. These people weren’t solving math problems. They were committing the mental equivalent of beating their chests.
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Chapter Two

Smart Idiots

I’m convinced that in most cases in which people (especially today’s political conservatives) deny inconvenient facts, resist contrary evidence, and sometimes come up with elaborate counterarguments, motivated reasoning is a key part of the process. In other words, it is all around us. Our political discourse is choking on it—even though very few of us seem to notice or admit it.

One reason for this is that while the arguments we hear may be impelled by automatic emotional reactions, that doesn’t make them any less clever-sounding or persuasive. Some can be crafty indeed. And that’s perhaps never more true than when they become technical and involve “expertise.”

In debates over scientific or technical matters with partisan implications—is global warming happening, did Iraq have weapons of mass destruction, and so on—the same game recurs. Let’s call it “My expert is better than yours.” It’s very simple: In a dispute where neither participant is actually an expert, the two debaters cite different experts, with different views, to bolster their beliefs. Both believe their expert is right and reliable, and that the other guy’s isn’t.

Motivated reasoning explains this phenomenon too. According to intriguing research by Yale Law professor Dan Kahan and his colleagues, people’s deep-seated views about morality, and about the way society should be ordered, strongly predict who they consider to be a legitimate scientific expert in the first place—and where they consider “scientific consensus” to lie on contested issues. These same views also lead them to reject the expertise of experts who don’t agree with them. They simply assume they’re not really experts at all.

In Kahan’s research individuals are classified, based on their political and moral values, as either individualists or communitarians, and as either hierarchical in outlook or egalitarian. To conceptualize this, picture a simple Cartesian plane with two axes, of the sort that we all remember from algebra class. One axis runs from very hierarchical in outlook (believing that society should be highly structured and ordered, including based on gender, class, and racial differences) to very egalitarian in outlook (the opposite). The other runs from very individualistic in outlook (believing that we all are responsible for our own fates in life and people should be rewarded for their choices and punished for their faults, and that government should not step in to prevent this) to very communitarian in outlook (the opposite).

This creates four ideological quadrants, with each of us located in one of them. And though sometimes the picture grows more complicated, broadly speaking, hierarchical-individuals correspond to U.S. conservatives, whereas egalitarian-communitarians correspond to U.S. liberals. The two groups will largely be found occupying different quadrants—although in reality, individuals are scattered all over the place and may change quadrants depending on the issue at hand.

In the next section, I will say more about Kahan’s scheme—and others—that divide up the political parties based on their followers’ cultural values or moral systems. For now, though, let’s survey the consequences that divisions like these have for how we understand science and facts.

In one of Kahan’s studies, members of the different groups were asked to imagine that a close friend has come to them and said that he or she is trying to decide about the risks on three contested issues: whether global warming is caused by human beings, whether nuclear waste can be safely stored deep underground, and whether letting people carry guns either deters violent crime on the one hand, or worsens it on the other. The experiment continued:

The friend tells you that he or she is planning to read a book about the issue but before taking the time to do so would like to get your opinion on whether the author seems like a knowledgeable and trustworthy expert.

Then study subjects were shown alleged book excerpts by fake “experts” on these issues, as well as phony pictures of the authors and fictitious resumes. All the authors were depicted as legitimate experts and members of the National Academy of Sciences. The only area where they differed was on their view of the risk in question.

The results were stark: When the fake scientist’s position stated that global warming is real and caused by humans, only 23 percent of hierarchical-individualists agreed the person was a “trustworthy and knowledgeable expert.” Yet 88 percent of egalitarian-communitarians accepted the same scientist’s alleged expertise. (Similar divides, although not always as sharp, were observed on the other issues.)

In other words, people were rejecting the scientific source because its conclusion was contrary to their deeply held views about the world. None of the groups were “anti-science” or “anti-expert”—not in their own minds, anyway. It’s just that science and expertise were whatever they wanted them to be—whatever made them feel that their convictions had been bolstered and strengthened.
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When they deny global warming, then, conservatives think the best minds are actually on their side. They think they’re the champions of truth and reality, and they’re deeply attached to this view. That is why head-on attempts to persuade them otherwise usually fail. Indeed, factual counterarguments sometimes even trigger what has been termed a backfire effect: Those with strongly held but clearly incorrect beliefs not only fail to change their minds, but hold their wrong views more tenaciously after being shown contradictory evidence or a refutation.

To show this, let’s move from global warming to a question that, from the perspective of the political mind, is very similar: whether Saddam Hussein’s Iraq possessed hidden weapons of mass destruction prior to the U.S. invasion in 2003. When political scientists Brendan Nyhan of Dartmouth and Jason Reifler of Georgia State showed subjects fake newspaper articles in which this incorrect claim was first suggested (in a real-life 2004 quotation from President Bush) and then refuted (with a discussion of the actual findings of the 2004 Duelfer report, which found no evidence of concerted nuclear, chemical, or biological weapons efforts in pre-invasion Iraq), they found that conservatives were more likely to believe the claim than before.

The same thing happened in another experiment, when conservatives were primed with a ridiculous (and also real) statement by Bush concerning his tax cuts—“the tax relief stimulated economic vitality and growth and it has helped increase revenues to the Treasury.” The article then went on to inform study subjects that the tax cuts had not actually increased government revenue. Once again, following the factual correction, conservatives believed Bush’s false claim more strongly.

Seeking to be evenhanded, the researchers then tested how liberals responded when shown, in a similar format, that despite some Democratic claims, George W. Bush did not actually “ban” embryonic stem cell research. And it’s true: Bush merely restricted government funding to research on a limited number of stem cell lines, while leaving research completely unregulated in the private sector. Liberals weren’t particularly amenable to persuasion in the experiment either—but unlike conservatives, they did not “backfire.” Perhaps they were less defensive about the matter, less wedded to the notion of a “ban.” Perhaps whether or not it was technically a ban, they still felt Bush’s limits on stem cell research were a bad policy.

The Nyhan and Reifler study presents another piece of evidence suggesting that conservatives may defend their beliefs more strongly than liberals do in the face of challenge, and be less amenable to changing their minds based on the evidence—at least in the political realm.

Another similar study gives some inkling of what may be going through people’s minds when they resist persuasion—and shows powerful evidence of conservative defensiveness in particular.

Take the common insinuation during the George W. Bush years that Iraq and Al Qaeda were secretly collaborating in some way. Northwestern University sociologist Monica Prasad and her colleagues wanted to test whether they could dislodge this belief among those most likely to hold it—Republican partisans from highly GOP-friendly counties in North Carolina and Illinois. So the researchers set up a study in which they directly challenged some of these Republicans in person, citing the findings of the 9/11 Commission as well as a statement by George W. Bush, in which the former president himself protested that his administration had “never said that the 9/11 attacks were orchestrated between Saddam and Al Qaeda.”

As it turned out, not even Bush’s own words could change the minds of these Bush voters. Just one out of 49 partisans who originally believed the Iraq–Al Qaeda claim changed his or her mind about it upon being challenged and presented with new information. Seven more claimed never to have believed the claim in the first place (although they clearly had). The remaining 41 all came up with ways to preserve their beliefs, ranging from generating counterarguments to simply being un-movable:

INTERVIEWER: . . . the September 11 Commission found no link between Saddam and 9/11, and this is what President Bush said. [pause] This is what the commission said. Do you have any comments on either of those?

RESPONDENT: Well, I bet they say that the Commission didn’t have any proof of it but I guess we still can have our opinions and feel that way even though they say that.

I didn’t choose these two studies of political misinformation and the Iraq war by accident. It is hard to think of many liberal-conservative divides over the facts that have held greater consequences for lives, economies, and international security, than this one.

The split over whether Iraq had the touted “WMD,” and whether Saddam and Osama were frat buddies, represented a true turning point in the relationship between our politics and objective reality. In case you missed it: Reality lost badly. Conservatives and Republicans were powerfully and persistently wrong, following a cherished leader into a war based on false premises—and then, according to these studies, finding themselves unable to escape the quagmire of unreality even after several years had passed.
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And still, I have not yet described what may be the most insidious side of motivated reasoning, particularly as it relates to conservative denial of the seemingly undeniable.

Call it the “smart idiots” effect: The politically sophisticated or knowledgeable are often more biased, and less persuadable, than the ignorant. “People who have a dislike of some policy—for example, abortion—if they’re unsophisticated they can just reject it out of hand,” says Stony Brook’s Milton Lodge. “But if they’re sophisticated, they can go one step further and start coming up with counterarguments.” These counterarguments, because they are emotionally charged and become stored in memory and the brain, literally become part of us. They thus allow a person with more sophistication to convince him- or herself even more strongly about the correctness of an initial conviction.

It was this “smart idiots” effect, and especially its recurrent appearance on the political right, that changed how I think about our disputes over science and the facts, and eventually set in motion the writing of this book. I even remember when I first became aware of it. It was thanks to a 2008 Pew report documenting the intense partisan divide in the U.S. over the reality of global warming—a divide that, maddeningly for scientists, has shown a tendency to widen even as the basic facts about global warming have become more firmly established.

Those facts are these: Humans, since the industrial revolution, have been burning more and more fossil fuels to power their societies, and this has led to a steady accumulation of greenhouse gases, and especially carbon dioxide, in the atmosphere. At this point, very simple physics takes over, and you are pretty much doomed, by what scientists refer to as the “radiative” properties of carbon dioxide molecules (which trap infrared heat radiation that would otherwise escape to space), to have a warming planet. Since about 1995, scientists have not only confirmed that this warming is taking place, but have also grown confident that it has, like the gun in a murder mystery, our fingerprint on it. Natural fluctuations, although they exist, can’t explain what we’re seeing. The only reasonable verdict is that humans did it, in the atmosphere, with their cars and smokestacks.

The Pew data, however, showed that humans aren’t as predictable as carbon dioxide molecules. Despite a growing scientific consensus about global warming, as of 2008 Democrats and Republicans had, like a couple in a divorce, cleaved over the facts stated above, so that only 29 percent of Republicans accepted the core reality about our planet (centrally, that humans are causing global warming), compared with 58 percent of Democrats. (The divide is, if anything, even bigger nowadays.)

But that’s not all. Buried in the Pew report was a little chart showing the relationship between one’s political party affiliation, one’s acceptance that humans are causing global warming, and one’s level of education. And here’s the mind-blowing surprise: For Republicans, having a college degree didn’t make one any more open to what scientists have to say. On the contrary, better educated Republicans were more skeptical of modern climate science than their less educated brethren. Only 19 percent of college-educated Republicans agreed that the planet is warming due to human actions, versus 31 percent of non-college-educated Republicans.

For Democrats and Independents, precisely the opposite was the case. More education correlated with being more accepting of climate science—among Democrats, dramatically so. The difference in acceptance between more and less educated Democrats was 23 percentage points.

This finding recurs, in a variety of incarnations, throughout the rapidly growing social science literature on the resistance to climate science. Again and again, Republicans or conservatives who know more about the issue, or are more educated, are shown to be more in denial, and often more sure of themselves too—and are confident they don’t need any more information on the issue.

The same “smart idiots” effect also occurs on nonscientific but factually contested issues, like the claim that President Obama is a Muslim. Belief in this falsehood actually increased more among better educated Republicans from 2009 to 2010 than it did among less educated Republicans, according to research by George Washington University political scientist John Sides.

Finally, the same effect has been captured in relation to the myth that the healthcare reform bill empowered government “death panels.” According to research by Brendan Nyhan, Republicans who thought they knew more about the Obama health care plan were “paradoxically more likely to endorse the misperception than those who did not.” Well informed Democrats were the opposite—quite certain there were no “death panels” in the bill. (The Democrats also happened to be right, by the way.)

What accounts for the “smart idiot” effect? For one thing, well informed or well educated conservatives probably consume more conservative news and opinion, such as by watching Fox News. Thus, they are more likely to know what they’re supposed to think about the issues—what people like them think—and to be familiar with the arguments or reasons for holding these views. If challenged, they can then recall and reiterate these arguments. They’ve made them a part of their identities, a part of their brains, and in doing so, they’ve drawn a strong emotional connection between certain “facts” or claims, and their deeply held political values.

What this suggests, critically, is that sophisticated conservatives, like Andrew Schlafly, may be very different from unsophisticated or less-informed ones. Paradoxically, we would expect less informed conservatives to be easier to persuade, and more responsive to new and challenging information.
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The “smart idiots” effect generates endless frustration for many scientists—and indeed, for many well-educated, reasonable people.

These people—and I know many of them—want to believe that the solution to the problem of resistance to science, or to accurate information in general, is more and better education—leading, presumably, to greater public Enlightenment (capital E). No less than President Obama’s science adviser John Holdren (a man whom I greatly admire, but disagree with in this instance) has stated, when asked how to get Republicans in Congress to accept the science of climate change, that it’s an “education problem.”

But scientists must now acknowledge that science itself refutes this idea. In fact, Dan Kahan’s research team at Yale found a clever way to test it, and it failed badly.

In another study, Kahan and his colleagues once again surveyed how the four cultural groups—egalitarians, communitarians, hierarchs, and individualists—respond to the issue of climate change. Only this time, they included two revealing new measurements in the analysis—ones that caught the smart idiots red handed (or, red-brained, if you’d prefer).

This time, people weren’t just asked about their cultural worldviews and their views on how dangerous global warming is. They were also asked standard questions to determine their degree of scientific literacy (e.g., “Antibiotics kill viruses as well as bacteria—true or false?”) as well as their numeracy or capacity for mathematical reasoning (e.g., “If Person A’s chance of getting a disease is 1 in 100 in ten years, and person B’s risk is double that of A, what is B’s risk?”). The latter attribute is particularly significant in light of what we’ve already said about the brain, because aptitude in mathematical reasoning requires the use of calmer and more deliberative “System 2” cognition. You can’t intuit or emote your answer to a math problem using “System 1.”

Kahan’s group now had four sets of information, for over 1,500 randomly selected Americans: Their views on global warming, their political values, their degree of scientific literacy, and their capacity for mathematical reasoning. The relationships between them were stunning and alarming. The standard view that knowing more science, or being better at mathematical reasoning, ought to make you more accepting of mainstream climate science simply crashed and burned.

Instead, here was the result: If you were already part of a cultural group predisposed to distrust climate science—e.g., a hierarchical-individualist—then more science knowledge and more skill in mathematical reasoning tended to make you even more dismissive, not more open to the science. Precisely the opposite happened with the other group—egalitarian-communitarians—who tended to worry more as they knew more science and math. The result was that, overall, more scientific literacy and mathematical ability led to greater political polarization over climate change.

So much for education serving as an antidote to politically biased reasoning.

Kahan’s studies, I should note, are presented in an entirely even-handed fashion. Like many motivated reasoning researchers, he does not postulate that any of his cultural groups are more biased than any other—just that they’re biased in different directions.

Still, it is hard to miss that in his studies, one group in particular, the hierarchical-individualists—which includes not only Republicans and conservatives but also right-wing authoritarians, who are very hierarchical and religious, and very defensive of their beliefs—not only starts out highly disconnected from scientific reality on climate change, but also becomes even more out of touch with greater scientific literacy and mathematical ability.

By contrast, when I discuss the views of liberals concerning nuclear power, I will turn again to Kahan’s results—because they are not the mirror image of these findings on conservatives and global warming.

[image: image]

By now, we’ve seen ample evidence of just how biased humans can be by their preexisting beliefs and convictions—and how this infects not only our relationships and our personal lives, but also our politics.

It all leads to an overwhelming question—and one that’s very difficult to answer: How “irrational” is all this?

On the one hand, it surely makes sense not to discard an entire belief system, built up over a lifetime, because of some new snippet of information. “It is quite possible to say, ‘I reached this pro-capital punishment decision based on real information that I arrived at over my life,’” explains Stanford social psychologist Jon Krosnick. Indeed, there’s a sense in which even right-wing science denial could be considered keenly “rational.” In certain conservative communities of the United States, explains Dan Kahan, “people who say, ‘I think there’s something to climate change,’ that’s going to mark them out as a certain kind of person, and their life is going to go less well.”

Rational or otherwise, however, motivated reasoning poses a deep challenge to the ideal of Jeffersonian democracy, which assumes that voters will be informed about the issues—not deeply wedded to misinformation. We’re divided enough about politics as it is, without adding irreconcilable views about the nature of reality on top of that.

And there’s an even bigger question looming in the background. It’s one we’ve already begun to consider: How can evolution explain all of this? But now it’s time to go farther.

Even after what we’ve already learned about the brain and the emotions, it’s still hard to imagine why evolution would create a creature that is capable of reason, and yet performs so badly at it. One might think there would have been an absolute premium on accurately perceiving our environments, and a survival advantage accompanying this capacity that would be preserved by natural selection and passed on to offspring.

Explaining why that is not the case is a fascinating question in evolutionary biology and evolutionary psychology right now. And it is going to be a difficult one to definitively answer, since we can’t reset the clock of evolution to see what actually occurred. Whatever its strengths or weaknesses, human reason has not yet given us the ability to create a time machine.

Still, a few considerations may cast some light.

First, from the perspective of an organism trying to keep itself alive, not all errors of perception or belief are equal. Some have much greater consequences. For instance, and as Michael Shermer argues in his recent book The Believing Brain, it is far better to be a little bit wrong and still alive—because you overreacted to defend yourself and ran the other way at the tiniest rustle in the leaves—than to be wrong and dead, because you didn’t think there was anything to worry about and didn’t run away fast enough.

This distinction between what are called “Type 1” and “Type 2” errors—erring on the side of credulous belief (“false positive”), versus erring on the side of too much skepticism (“false negative”)—surely helps to explain why we have quick-fire, emotional, and defensive reactions to begin with. Evolution won’t let us commit the kinds of Type 2 errors that will rapidly get us killed. So it gave us the much touted fight or flight response, which we share with other animals.(For this same reason, Shermer suggests, we have a default design that inclines us to believe things rather than to question them.)

It’s equally important to recognize that our brains evolved in a very different context from the one in which we now find ourselves. They evolved with none of the media that we now consume, and none of the cognitively dazzling and sometimes exploitive stimuli—from advertisements to movies to blogs. So it is not at all clear that they should be suited for being particularly rational in the current context.

None of this, though, explains our elaborate heights of rationalization—our argumentative creativity—and just how floridly idiotic we can be. We’re not only capable of being wrong; we make quite the show of it. We go to elaborate lengths to defend wrong beliefs; we come up with bizarre doctrines like Christian Science and Theosophy; we even write equations to refute Einstein. How do you explain that?

One team of thinkers—philosopher Hugo Mercier of the University of Pennsylvania and cognitive scientist Dan Sperber of the Jean Nicod Institute in France—suggest an intriguing answer. They’ve proposed that we’ve been reasoning about reasoning all wrong—trying to fix what didn’t need fixing, if we’d only understood what its original purpose was. “People have been trying to reform something that works perfectly well,” writes Mercier, “as if they had decided that hands were made for walking and that everybody should be taught that.”

Contrary to the claims of Enlightenment idealists, Mercier and Sperber suggest human reason did not evolve as a device for getting at the objective truth. Rather, they suggest that its purpose is to facilitate selective arguing in defense of one’s position in a social context—something that, we can hardly dispute, we are very good at.

When thought about in the context of the evolution of human language and communication, and cooperation in groups, this makes a lot of sense. There would surely have been a survival value to getting other people in your hunter-gatherer group to listen to you and do what you want them to do—in short, a value to being persuasive. And for the listeners, there would have been just as much of a premium on being able to determine whether a given speaker is reliable and trustworthy, and should be heeded. Thus, everybody in the group would have benefited from an airing of different views, so that their strengths and weaknesses could be debated—regarding, say, where it would be a good place to hunt today or whether the seasons are changing.

Considered in this light, reasoning wouldn’t be expected to make us good logicians, but rather, good rhetoricians. And that’s what we are. Not only are we very good at selectively cobbling together evidence to support our own case—aided by motivated reasoning and the ubiquitous confirmation bias—but we’re also good at seeing the flaws in the arguments of others when they get up on top of the soap box, and slicing and dicing their claims (the so-called “disconfirmation bias”).

When lots of individuals blow holes in one another’s claims and arguments, the reasoning of the group should be better than the reasoning of the individual. But at the same time, the individual—or the individual in a self-affirming group that does not provide adequate challenges—is capable of going very wrong, because of motivated reasoning and confirmation bias. Thanks to these flaws, the sole reasoner rarely sees what’s wrong with his or her logic. Rather, the sole reasoner becomes the equivalent of a crazy hermit in the wilderness—or, to quote the late Frank Zappa, the author of “that tacky little pamphlet in your Daddy’s bottom drawer.” And the unchallenged group member becomes like a cult follower.

Mercier’s and Sperber’s “argumentative theory of reason” provides a strong case for supporting group reasoning processes like the scientific one, which are built around challenges to any one individual’s beliefs or convictions. These processes may be the only reliable check on our going vastly astray. By the same token, the theory also suggests that if you insulate yourself from belief challenge, you are leaving yourself vulnerable to the worst flaws of reasoning, without deriving any of the benefits of it.
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Humans may be relatively poor reasoners in comparison to some Enlightenment ideal. But that doesn’t mean every human is equally bad at reasoning. Nor does it mean that we’re all equally inflexible and unwilling to set aside our biases, or change our minds based on new evidence.

At least as it is now constituted, the theory of motivated reasoning does not posit inherent liberal-conservative differences in biased reasoning tendencies. Yet I’ve already discussed a number of motivated reasoning studies—all relating to political or politicized beliefs—in which conservatives seemed to show more bias in favor of their preexisting views (or a stronger rejection of reality) than liberals did. And I also discussed an array of studies in which having more knowledge, or more political expertise, made conservatives’ biases worse, not better. All in all, I showed a lot of conservative wrongness, defensiveness, and overconfidence, in both public opinion studies and controlled psychology experiments.

But how far can one go with this? It’s important to be cautious, because liberals have also been shown to engage in motivated reasoning—just not always as much as conservatives, or not in the same way. In fact, we’ll even encounter a few studies in later chapters in which liberals’ egalitarian values appeared to make them even more biased than conservatives, at least in key contexts.

Other motivated reasoning studies, meanwhile, either don’t seem to examine the difference between liberals and conservatives closely, are not designed to do so, or in some cases, find the two groups to be equally biased. And the studies often use different parameters and designs, and focus on different political issues which may excite different emotions—which makes generalizing about them difficult.

Moreover, it is important to reiterate that these motivated reasoning studies only capture individuals’ one-time reactions to inconvenient information. They do not study repeated encounters over time.

Based on what we’ve already seen, though, it is certainly clear that conservatives are often strong motivated reasoners. And this seems to help explain many of their incorrect beliefs, as well as their persistence and their endless rationalizations.

But are liberals just the other side of the same coin? There are a lot of reasons not to think so—reasons that are themselves also rooted in published science. In the next section, then, I’ll turn to a different strand of research—one explicitly designed to test for liberal-conservative differences—and examine how it maps onto the kinds of biased reasoning behaviors discussed here.
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Part Two

The “Nature” Hypothesis: Dangerous Certainty





Chapter Three

Political Personalities

If you really don’t like a scientific result—if it injures your sense of self, or threatens the group with which you associate—the evidence presented in the last two chapters suggests that you will exercise a disconfirmation bias. You will vigorously attack the study, seek to refute it, challenge its funding sources, and hurl any other argument that seems to disparage the finding and, perhaps, those who produced it.

If you don’t believe me, go read a blog sometime.

In 2003, a fairly dramatic version of this phenomenon emerged in response to a lengthy and dense study published in the journal Psychological Bulletin, which is put out by the American Psychological Association and is one of the most influential publications in the field. The journal is peer reviewed, of course, and focuses on publishing broad overviews, or “reviews,” of the psychology literature. In this case, the overview (technically called a meta-analysis) examined 88 separate samples from studies conducted over the last half century on political conservatism—studies from 12 countries and involving, overall, nearly 23,000 individuals.

And the howls from conservatives came fast and furious.

The scientists involved were John Jost of New York University, who has helped spark a revival of research on the psychological underpinnings of political ideology; Arie Kruglanski of the University of Maryland, who stands in similar relation to the psychological study of closed-mindedness; and Jack Glaser and Frank Sulloway of the University of California at Berkeley. Overall, they found that holding a politically conservative outlook, as measured in a variety of ways over the years (ranging from individuals describing their own ideologies and issue positions to the examination of voting records), was statistically linked to a variety of psychological traits (as measured by personality questionnaires and other types of tests). Not all of those sound so good: dogmatism, intolerance of ambiguity and uncertainty, the fear of death, less openness to new experiences, less “integrative complexity” in thinking, more need for “closure,” and so on.

Synthesizing it all, the authors depicted conservatism as an ideology that, by most centrally emphasizing the resistance to change and the acceptance or rationalization of inequality, satisfies key psychological needs. Behind it all, they argued, lay the deep human desire to manage uncertainty and fear, and to do so by finding something certain, stable, and unchanging to believe in and to cling to.

The scientists cautioned that they were not arguing that conservatism is pathological, crazy, or anything of the kind. Interviewed recently in his office at NYU—as folk music streamed from his desktop computer—Jost explained that as a social psychologist he studies “the normal,” not the abnormal. That’s a whole other branch of psychology. “All these things we talk about in the study, including needs for order, structure, and closure, the management of uncertainty and threat, these are within a completely normal range of responding,” Jost observed. “There is nothing pathological about them.” It’s just that these traits are more prevalent on the right—or, their opposite is more prevalent on the left. The study showed both, simultaneously.

Indeed, observes the University of Maryland’s Arie Kruglanski, the character traits that tend to accompany conservatism—like patriotism, decisiveness, and loyalty to one’s friends and allies—could be considered very valuable and admirable in many contexts. “In times of great uncertainty, decisive leaders, like Churchill and Bush, are more appealing than leaders who are full of ambiguity and indecisiveness, which is what liberals tend to be because of their makeup,” he explains.

If conservatives wanted to refute the claim that they view the world with less complexity than liberals, their response to the Jost study didn’t help. Ann Coulter gave perhaps the most stereotypical reply, writing about nuance without . . . any nuance:

Whenever you have backed a liberal into a corner—if he doesn’t start crying – he says, “It’s a complicated issue.” Loving America is too simple an emotion. To be nuanced you have to hate it a little. Conservatives may not grasp “nuance,” but we’re pretty good at grasping treason.

The Christian conservative columnist Cal Thomas, meanwhile, further strengthened the authors’ case by describing conservatism as the view that “certain ideas about life, relationships and morality are true for all time regardless of the times.” Exactly.

That was only the beginning of motivated attacks on the research. National Review called it the “Conservatives are Crazy” study. Congressional Republicans started investigating Jost’s and Kruglanski’s federal research grants from the National Science Foundation and National Institute of Mental Health. “When you are basically confiscating money from taxpayers to fund left-wing rhetoric and dress it up as scientific study, I think you have a real problem with credibility,” said Florida Republican Representative Tom Feeney. The Berkeley College Republicans demanded an apology for the study’s press release, which had waved a red flag in front of a bull by linking together Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, and Ronald Reagan—a set of very different conservatives. That was an error—of interpretation and of tact—a liberal one.

Jost recalls that he was driving across the country with his wife when the feeding frenzy hit. He stopped and checked his email, and found a deluge. “I tried to answer a lot of the emails and respond in a reasonable way,” he says, “and some of them were just incredibly aggressive, and obnoxious and threatening. Ironically, they epitomized all the things they were trying to deny.”
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For conservatives, it was over in a matter of days. They’d raged, they’d slammed the study and charged its authors with liberal academic “bias,” and now they could ignore it.

But for the research community, the psychological study of conservatism—which is also the study of liberalism, at least to the extent that liberalism is its inverse—has boomed ever since. And subsequent studies have only reaffirmed the findings published by Jost and his colleagues in 2003, which themselves were built on a longstanding prior body of research.

“Our meta-analysis was based on 88 studies,” says Jost. “I think there are probably as many studies on the psychology of political orientation that have been published since then. And the results clearly stand up.” The original 2003 study has been cited well over 800 times, according to Google Scholar. It is fair to say that it has been very influential in the science realm (although the political realm still conveniently ignores all of this).

As a result of this paper and much follow-up research, there is now a fairly strong consensus on some key findings about the psychological underpinnings of ideology. The broadest and most solid of these is surely the following: In aggregate, political liberals and political conservatives are different—in ways that extend far beyond mere philosophy or views about public policy. They have different personalities, psychological needs, and moral intuitions or responses. They are different people. To some extent, the Jost study suggested, this even appears to be true across countries and time periods. While there are certainly many variations in ideology that depend on the national or historical context—communist countries in particular put the theory to the test—the core left-right spectrum, originating in the French Revolution, recurs in a wide variety of settings. Such consistency, of course, would make a great deal of sense if the divide has psychological underpinnings—and if, whatever you may call them at a given place or time, liberals are pretty universally the agents of change, and conservatives (pretty universally) the resisters of it.

Another very broad implication of this research is that liberals are likely to be better at some things, and conservatives at others. Sometimes, decisiveness serves us well; sometimes, you need to pause and let things stew. In fact, the two groups seem to have complementary strengths and weaknesses—almost a kind of yin and yang. Perhaps human societies fare best with both of these elements within them, which may suggest (very tentatively) an evolutionary hypothesis about why we are different to begin with. But make no mistake: A growing body of science suggests that we are.

That’s why, although these findings are controversial—wildly so, to judge by the response to Jost’s 2003 study—if one cares about the truth it is scarcely possible to ignore them any longer. There are too many studies and too much consistency across them. It is hard to believe it could all be a mistake, especially since the results are neither anomalous nor surprising. Rather, they consistently reinforce what has long been folk wisdom about liberals and conservatives.

To capture that folk wisdom, let me quote a prominent political writer, Jonathan Chait of The New Republic, on how liberals and conservatives differ. In early 2011, Chait wrote about why he thought there would be a government shutdown—because liberals value compromise and are willing to bend, but conservatives often don’t and won’t (a very astute psychological observation). In the process, Chait perfectly described one key implication of the Jost research, but without making any direct reference to it:

Liberalism is an ideology that values considering every question through the side of the other fellow and not just through your own perspective. . . The stereotype of liberalism, which is sometimes true, often runs toward bending over so far backward that you can’t make obvious moral judgments: Who are we to judge this or that dictator? Criminals are just the result of bad environment. In any case, the joke about liberals—a liberal is somebody who won’t even take his own side in an argument—is not a joke you’d hear about conservatives. Now, I think the qualities of confident assertion of principle and willingness to bend both have their place. One of my meta-beliefs about, well, everything is that one needs to be able to understand both black-and-white situations and shades-of-gray situations. In any case, I think conservatives tend to err toward the black-and-white worldview, and liberals toward the shades-of-gray worldview.

Whether he knows it or not, the science says Chait is absolutely right. And it also suggests—based on the complex and nuanced nature of his argument, and his ability to see other perspectives and integrate them into his own—that he’s a liberal himself!

It’s time, then, to fully survey what we know about liberals and conservatives, because the implications of this knowledge for our political battles over reality are very substantial. As we will see, the two groups have, on average, different cognitive styles, which can be expected to significantly impact the way they process information. In particular, they tend to handle uncertainty and ambiguity very differently. And based on all of this, there are reasons to think they will ultimately differ in their degree of persuadability, openness to new information, and defensiveness about their beliefs.
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The simplest opening wedge into what is sometimes called the psychology of ideology involves the study of personality—which is clearly and strongly related to politics.

Over time, psychologists have come up with a widely accepted scale for measuring the so-called “Big Five” traits that characterize the human personality: Openness to Experience, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism (sometimes referred to by its opposite, Emotional Stability). Or, to use the handy acronym in the field, OCEAN. We all possess each of these traits to a greater or lesser degree. It’s a bit like we each have five knobs, tuned to a particular amplitude. These traits show up when we are very young—indeed, they are thought to be significantly rooted in genetics, and don’t change much over the course of our lifetimes. And they’ve been shown to persist across cultures, suggesting they may even be part of a universal and biologically grounded human nature.

Many of the Big Five traits are self-explanatory, but the two on which conservatives and liberals diverge most meaningfully perhaps are not: Openness to Experience and Conscientiousness.

Across a large range of studies—which, as usual, find statistical correlations between the subjects’ political views and their personality types—liberals consistently rate higher on Openness. And once again, this appears to be true across cultures. “Open people everywhere tend to have more liberal values,” observes the psychologist Robert McCrae, who conducted voluminous studies on the human personality while at the National Institute on Aging at the National Institutes of Health. And to say liberals are more Open is also, of course, to say that conservatives score much lower on the same measure—or, that they’re more closed. So what does it mean to be Open?

Openness is a broad personality trait that covers everything from intellectual flexibility and curiosity to an enjoyment of the arts and creativity. It denotes being experimental, a risk taker in one’s way of living and one’s choices, and wanting to sample variety across the range of life’s experiences. People who are open tend to enjoy travel, reading lots of books, listening to many different types of music, dining out, and going to art and theater openings. They’re very self-expressive and creative—and very inclined to distinguish themselves, to show that they’re unique and different from everybody else.

Open people tend to congregate together—and to marry each other, too. That means they pass on openness, genetically or otherwise, to their children. Want to find (or date) an open person? Just go hang out at a coffee shop with a unique looking book (and outfit). Or, if you have a little more time, plan a trip to New York City or Massachusetts.

Openness is not the same thing as intelligence. People who are open tend to score better on the verbal section of the SAT, but not necessarily on the math section. But the personality trait certainly does impart intellectual flexibility, curiosity, a willingness to entertain new ideas, and a toleration of different perspectives and values. And thus it seems perfectly linked to one of the core dimensions of left-right ideology identified by Jost and his colleagues—acceptance versus resistance to change. Openness is all about embracing change and even reveling in it, thumbing your nose at those who want to preserve the status quo. Closedness is the opposite.

The average liberal is clearly much more open than the average conservative, but conservatives have an admirable trait of their own—a characteristic where they best liberals by a good margin. It’s called Conscientiousness, and those who rate high on this trait tend to prize orderliness and having a lot of structure in their lives—being on time, working hard, sticking to a predictable schedule, and keeping one’s home or office neat and clean. Think of a lawn that’s highly manicured, shoes that are perfectly shined, a shirt that is crisply starched. Think, in short, of corporate America and the military. The conscientious are highly goal oriented, competent, and organized—and, on average, politically conservative. (Conservatives also appear to tend toward more Extraversion, though it’s a smaller effect. And interestingly, the two groups may score about the same on Agreeableness because liberals emphasize one core aspect of this trait—empathy—while conservatives emphasize another—politeness.)

These relationships between personality and politics have been detected so many times, in so many studies, that they’re virtually a closed matter in psychology at this point—especially when it comes to the powerful relationship between liberalism and Openness. This relationship is real. And it’s nothing to trivialize, either. In a recent study, a team of researchers at Yale and Brooklyn College, led by Yale political scientist Alan Gerber, found that the apparent influence of Openness (or the lack thereof) on one’s politics is larger than the influence of one’s level of education (which strongly predicts greater liberalism) or one’s level of income (which strongly predicts greater conservatism). The last two relationships are benchmarks in social science—everybody knows education and income exert a big tug on our political views. Well, personality is at least as big of an influence—perhaps bigger.

To show how powerful this relationship is, let me cast it in terms of percentages. In the Yale study (with a very large sample, more than 12,000 individuals), people who rated very high on Openness were, on average, more liberal in outlook than 71 percent of the respondents (or conversely, those who rated very low on Openness were more conservative than 71 percent of the respondents). Something similar went for Conscientiousness. A person who rated very high on this trait was, on average, more conservative in outlook than 61 percent of the respondents. By comparison, a person with a very high level of education was, on average, more liberal overall than 59 percent of respondents; while a person with a very high income was (on average) more conservative overall than 56 percent of respondents.

The implications of these results are profound, for they mean that liberals and conservatives don’t just differ in ideology, they also differ in lifestyles and in behavior—where they like to hang out, who they date, how they dress, what they do for fun, what careers they choose. Indeed, in a fascinating study of liberal and conservative bedrooms and work spaces, John Jost collaborated with the psychologist Dana Carney of Columbia and several other researchers to show that these traits powerfully shape our lives, all the way down to the kinds of stuff we leave lying around.

The bedrooms of conservatives tended to contain the kinds of items you use to keep your life organized—calendars, stamps—and also to be tidier and full of cleaning supplies: “laundry baskets, irons and ironing boards, and string or thread.” The decorations were also more likely to be conventional: “sports paraphernalia, flags of various types, American flags in particular.” In other words, the spaces reflected more Conscientiousness, but also less Openness. The apartments of liberals were vastly different—messier, of course (less Conscientious), but also brimming with articles suggesting Openness to Experience:

They contained a significantly greater number and variety of books, including books about travel, ethnic issues, feminism, and music, as well as a greater number and variety of music CDs, including world music, folk music, classic and modern rock, and “oldies.” Liberal bedrooms also contained a greater number of art supplies, stationery, movie tickets, and a number of items pertaining to travel, including international maps, travel documents, books about travel, and cultural memorabilia.

As if that’s not enough, scientists have also shown that the notorious American divide between “red states” and “blue states” partly reflects personality differences. In the 1996, 2000, and 2004 elections, the average Openness or Conscientiousness of a state’s residents could be used to predict whether it went to the Democratic (Clinton, Gore, Kerry) or Republican (Dole, Bush, Bush) candidate. It’s more than just a cliché, then, to say that the bicoastal “blue” regions of the U.S. are where the intellectuals and creative types live, and that the South, Midwest, and Sun Belt are the home to hard-working, orderly traditionalists.
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You may have noticed from the percentages presented above that while personality traits strongly predict political outlooks, there’s still plenty of statistical wiggle room. The data leave more than enough space for there to be plenty of open conservatives and closed liberals—it’s just that they’ll be a minority overall.

But we’re all unique, and there are multiple psychological dimensions that, in combination with our life experiences, make us who we are. Just because these relationships between personality and politics hold true for large groups of people doesn’t make them destiny for any particular one of us. I’m a liberal, for instance, but I happen to score just as highly on Conscientiousness as I do on Openness. So does my brother, another liberal; maybe it runs in the family.

Going forward, it may help to use an analogy to explain the significance of social science results like these—where a real relationship is consistently detected, and yet it clearly doesn’t explain everything, and many exceptions can and will be cited. That’s always the situation we find ourselves in with fields like psychology, because there are far too many factors that go into making people who they are for any single one of them to account for anything more than some percentage of the phenomenon or behavior in question (or, to use wonk language, to “explain” more than some modest percentage of the “variance”).

But that doesn’t make social scientific explanations powerless or useless—quite the contrary. Rather, as John Jost explains, it’s better to think of the proven relationship between, say, Openness and liberalism as akin to the relationship between something like height and sex. Yes, there are tall women out there; yes, there are short men. But “you’d win a lot of money in Las Vegas if you bet, based on sex, who was taller than whom,” Jost says. It’s the same with liberalism and Openness. There are rigid and closed-minded liberals out there, but if I give you a room of 50 people scoring high on Openness, tell you nothing else about them, and ask you to guess their politics, the best strategy would be for you to guess “liberal” every time.

And no house in Vegas is going to let you play that game.

Precisely how strong is the relationship between the psychological traits studied by Jost and his colleagues, and being a conservative? The scientists calculated that if you were to combine all the traits they surveyed—lack of openness, fear of threat, intolerance of uncertainty, and so on—together into a single statistic, then scoring above average on it would make a person somewhere between four and seven times more likely to be a conservative.
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As this combinatorial approach suggests, the open personality is like a cornucopia. Out of it burst many other traits that also differ among liberals and conservatives. Several of these are very central to my analysis of why the two sides might diverge in their handling of scientific and factual information, and their defensiveness about core beliefs.

Consider, for instance, the need for cognitive closure, which describes the state of being uncomfortable with ambiguity and uncertainty, and wanting these to be resolved into a firm belief, either on a specific issue or in general. Sometimes—more pejoratively—people with a high need for closure are called “closed minded.” Having a high need for closure tends to mean that one will seize on a piece of information that dispels doubt or uncertainty, and then freeze, refusing to admit or consider new information. Those who have a high need for closure can also be expected to spend less time processing information that those who are driven by different motivations, such as the goal of achieving factual accuracy.

A large body of studies—across countries—show that conservatives tend to have a greater need for closure than do liberals, which is precisely what you would expect to find in light of the strong relationship between liberalism and Openness (and conservatism and Conscientiousness). “The finding is very robust,” explains Arie Kruglanski, who has pioneered research in this area. Indeed, “epistemic closure” is a concept that has even made its way into mainstream political debate about why conservatives today deny reality—though few seem to have squarely acknowledged this trait is fundamentally more a conservative than a liberal one.

And not only do liberals tend to have much less need for closure than conservatives. At the same time, liberals often have more need for cognition. They like to think, in an effortful and self-challenging way, and take pride in doing a good job of it. They enjoy complex problems and trying to solve them.

Clearly, the need for closure drives an unwillingness to consider new information (and less time spent focusing on it), as well as a defensive fixation on one’s current beliefs. Meanwhile, another Openness-related trait on which the two political camps differ—integrative complexity (or IC)—has similar implications.

Integrative complexity describes the tendency to view an issue from multiple perspectives, and then to merge those perspectives into a more nuanced position (or, to assess their commonalities and interrelations), and is typically measured by analyzing the structure of speeches and writings. Consider an example from the psychology literature. The following statements about abortion would rank, respectively, lowest and highest on a seven point scale of integrative complexity:

Abortion is a basic right that should be available to all women. To limit a woman’s access to an abortion is an intolerable infringement on her civil liberties. Such an infringement must not be tolerated. To do so would be to threaten the separation of Church and State so fundamental to the American way of life.

Some view abortion as a civil liberties issue; others see abortion as tantamount to murder. One’s view of abortion depends on a complicated mixture of legal, moral, philosophical and, perhaps, scientific judgments. Is there a constitutional right to abortion? What criteria should be used to determine when human life begins? Who possesses the authority to resolve these issues?

As you can tell from the second passage, academics tend to possess a high degree of integrative complexity—sometimes to the point of considering so much nuance and so many sides of the story that they never really end up saying anything.

In a series of studies published in the 1980s, psychologist Philip Tetlock of the University of Pennsylvania showed that integrative complexity is also politically correlated. Studying speeches given by U.S. Senators in the 1975 and 1976 Congresses, he found that liberal and moderate senators rated higher on integrative complexity than did conservatives. Moving across the Atlantic to examine interviews with 89 members of the British House of Commons, Tetlock obtained a similar result: Moderate socialists were the most integratively complex, followed by moderate conservatives. Extreme socialists and extreme conservatives showed the lowest complexity. Finally, applying his methodology to the opinions of Supreme Court justices, Tetlock once again found the same effect—liberal and moderate judges showed more complexity in their reasoning.

It is important to emphasize that even if conservatives overall are less integratively complex—more likely to create binaries, and divide the world up into good guys and bad guys, rather than seeing commonalities or a middle ground—this is not always a weakness. Sometimes you need to fight the bad guys and not waffle while you try to understand them, which is precisely why conservative decisiveness in truly dangerous situations can be a great strength. Other studies by Tetlock have shown that Winston Churchill was considerably lower on integrative complexity than Neville Chamberlain—thank goodness for that—and that abolitionists were just as low in IC as defenders of slavery. Both were wholly dedicated to their cause, disinclined to compromise, and absolutely sure their opponents were wrong.

In other words, integrative complexity relates closely to nuance, the ability to perceive and integrate different perspectives into one’s understanding of a problem, and to see shades of gray. In this, it overlaps with yet another measure on which liberals and conservatives have been repeatedly shown to differ—the tolerance of uncertainty or ambiguity.

All of these measures and traits—the need for closure, integrative complexity, ambiguity tolerance—imply that liberals and conservatives should process information differently, and political information in particular. And indeed, my chapter 13 collaborator Everett Young has proposed that there is yet another cognitive marker lying beneath all the others that differentiates conservatives from liberals: The former, he says, have a stronger tendency to firmly categorize the world. For instance, show conservatives a bee, or a buffalo, or a goose, and then ask whether it’s a “wild” animal or a “domestic” animal, and Young finds that conservatives more than liberals want to jam the ambiguous animal into one category or the other, rather than placing it in between categories or refusing to categorize. They’re just not cool with leaving things fuzzy.

This characteristic has nothing directly to do with ideology per se—it’s prior to that, and also broader than that. It has to do with one’s deep seated reactions to the information presented by the world as we go through life. Open liberals are fine with things being complex, ill defined, blurry, novel. Closed conservatives are the opposite.
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In reasonable doses, typically liberal and typically conservative traits can both have benefits. In particular, Tetlock’s historical research on integrative complexity—and above all, the example of Winston Churchill—shows that whether a particular cognitive style is beneficial depends a great deal on the particular situation and context.

But within the conservative fold, there is one group that exhibits the traits just discussed—closed mindedness, low integrative complexity, very low Openness—to an extent that is hard to say anything good about: so-called authoritarians. They’re not all conservatives, but they’re surprisingly prevalent in the United States. Based on one recent analysis, nearly half of the public scores a .75 or higher on a 0 to 1 scale of authoritarianism (which is typically measured by asking whether one would prefer to have obedient and well-mannered children, rather than independent and curious children). Authoritarians are also increasingly strong in today’s Republican Party—and especially in its most extreme and ideological arm. “The Tea Party is an overwhelmingly authoritarian group of folks,” says Vanderbilt University political scientist Marc Hetherington, who has conducted much research in this area.

Authoritarians are very intolerant of ambiguity, and very inclined toward group-think and distrustful of outsiders (often including racial outsiders). They extol traditional values, are very conventional, submit to established leaders, and don’t seem to care much about dissent or civil liberties. They are known for their closed-mindedness, and, indeed, their Manichean view of the world—good and evil, right and wrong, saved and damned, white and black. They have a need for order: Conversely, they can’t tolerate uncertainty. In America, they are often religiously conservative fundamentalists who believe the Bible is the unedited word of God.

And sure enough, across the large body of authoritarianism research, there’s a consistent finding: These people seem to engage in more emotional or biased reasoning. Authoritarians “tend to rely more on emotion and instinct” and are “less likely to change their way of thinking when new information might challenge their deeply held beliefs,” explain Vanderbilt’s Hetherington and University of North Carolina political scientist Jonathan Weiler. Non-authoritarians, they add, are the opposite: They have “a tendency towards accuracy motivation” and a need for cognition.

Consider a few studies of how authoritarians think. The first comes from the work of Robert Altemeyer, a retired psychologist from the University of Manitoba who spent his career studying them, and has repeatedly found that they just aren’t as critical in forming their beliefs, or as open to challenges to them. Indeed, he directly caught authoritarians engaging in more biased reasoning than those who were less authoritarian. (As I’ll show later, Altemeyer has also found that authoritarians like to consume information that agrees with their beliefs, but don’t want to consume evidence that contradicts them.)

In one series of studies, Altemeyer tested authoritarians’ penchant to commit what in psychology is called the “fundamental attribution error”: Ignoring situational explanations for someone’s behavior, and instead assuming that the behavior is reflective of who the person really is. A classic example would be blaming a person in poverty for being too lazy to get a job.

In one case, Altemeyer conducted several experiments in which he provided college students with a speech from a politician who wanted to get elected, and knew what the public wanted to hear (about how to handle crime) from reading the polls. So there was no reason to think the politician was saying what he actually believed. In fact, there were good situational reasons to doubt it. But when the politician was saying what they wanted to hear—smite and smash criminals, basically—right-wing authoritarians thought he was trustworthy, saying what he actually believed. Those who ranked low on authoritarianism, though, were more skeptical of the politician no matter what he was saying. Thus, authoritarians were more likely to commit the fundamental attribution error, and most of all when it helped bolster their own views.

Altemeyer’s work is not our only guidance on authoritarian bias. In another study, Markus Kemmelmeier, a social psychologist at the University of Nevada-Reno, tested whether right-wing authoritarians were more inclined to process information based on “quick and dirty” heuristics or intuitive cues (System 1, in other words) rather than more complex deliberation (System 2). As a result, Kemmelmeier found that authoritarians performed worse on two classic tests designed to trip up intuitive and emotional reasoners. Consider, for instance, a test in which you’re told that out of all the families in a city that have six children, 72 of them had a boy-girl birth order of GBGBBG. When then asked how many families had an order of BGBBBB, heuristic processors are more likely to jump to the conclusion that the second sequence is less likely to occur than the first, although it isn’t. Right-wing authoritarians performed worse on this test in Kemmelmeier’s study, suggesting they were more reliant on System 1 reasoning.

However, and as Kemmelmeier emphasized in an interview for this book, it is important to keep in mind that these kinds of errors aren’t necessarily the same thing as motivated reasoning. Motivated reasoning is often emotional and elaborate, and worsens with intellectual sophistication, as System 1 drives System 2. Heuristic processing, however, is just plain rapid. “The authoritarians are inclined to give this ‘reasoning lite,’” says Kemmelmeier. “They don’t reason it through.” The implication of his study, therefore, is that authoritarians may “jump at superficial information and not really understand what’s behind it.”

The research on integrative complexity also suggests, through a different route, the flaws of authoritarian styles of reasoning. In a series of studies, Tetlock has shown that prompting people to feel accountable—in other words, letting them know they will have to justify a decision, potentially to a hostile or critical audience—makes them more integratively complex in making that decision, more careful and self-critical and less prone to overconfidence. They then commit less errors—which shouldn’t be surprising. Integrative complexity, after all, involves weighing viewpoints other than one’s own and integrating them into your perspective. The more you do that, the less sure of your own beliefs you tend to become, and the less challenged you’ll be by potential contradiction. “If you have more IC, you have more tolerance of dissonance,” Tetlock told me in an interview. Indeed, he said he viewed this as part of the “definition” of integrative complexity.

Insofar as authoritarians are low on integrative complexity, then, they may be more challenged by dissonance, and more inclined to resolve it by reacting defensively to preserve their beliefs.

Finally, and unsurprisingly, authoritarians are known to be high on the need for closure, yet another trait that’s linked to defensiveness and biased reasoning. The need for closure, notes Arie Kruglanski, means being more likely to look for belief affirmation (confirmation bias). It also means being more likely to defend one’s existing beliefs, to lash out against challenges to those beliefs (disconfirmation bias), and to persist in beliefs in the face of challenge. In other words, it means “being shut off to arguments to the contrary, and also engendering counterarguments,” says Kruglanski. “It means defending your current views. You denigrate the communicator, the out-group.”

The reactions of authoritarians and those high in the need for closure may therefore explain some of the differences in liberal and conservative bias described in the last chapter. And if we now turn to the data on a group of very authoritarian U.S. conservatives—the Tea Party—and examine their denial of reality on a specific issue (global warming), we see a close match between theory and reality.

In a recent survey by the Yale Project on Climate Change Communication, Tea Party members rejected the science of global warming even more strongly than average Republicans did. For instance, considerably more Tea Party members than Republicans incorrectly thought there was a lot of scientific disagreement about global warming (69 percent to 56 percent). Most strikingly, the Tea Party members were very sure of themselves—they considered themselves “very well informed” about global warming and were more likely than other groups to say they “do not need any more information” to make up their minds on the issue. In other words, not only were they the most factually incorrect, but they were also the most overconfident and closed-minded, and least likely to want to inquire further. (Tea Partiers also tend to reject evolution—and we know from other research that anti-evolutionists tend to score high on the need for closure.)

Authoritarians and the closed-minded, therefore, are our broadest and easiest avenue into understanding why we find conservatives today so misaligned with empirical reality. Without suggesting that every conservative fits this description, it’s easy to see how those who do exhibit these characteristics would be likely to be paragons of biased and defensive reasoning.

But do such tendencies also arise on the extreme political left? I’ll get to that difficult and crucial question soon enough.
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I’ve only begun to survey the relevant research on liberal and conservative differences. But thus far, these differences seem to imply an asymmetry between the two groups when it comes to ideological rigidity and inflexibility. The open personality is much more accepting of change and new ideas; the closed personality should be expected to show much more defensiveness, and even the angry rejection of inconvenient truths.

Scott Eidelman, a social psychologist at the University of Arkansas whose stunning study of liberals and drunkenness we’ll encounter soon enough, summarizes the “asymmetry” position nicely. As he put it to me in an interview:

Just by virtue of their ideological stance, liberals can tolerate difference, they can tolerate not knowing, wondering ‘it could be this, it could be that.’ They can tolerate someone saying, ‘you’ve got it wrong.’ Liberals are just more open to all of that. It’s less of a problem, it’s less of a concern. They’re much more open to compromise, more open to experience—what would otherwise be threatening to people would not be as threatening because of their ideological disposition.

But as noted in the last chapter, despite a number of studies showing greater conservative bias, many researchers who work on motivated reasoning take a different view—namely, ideological symmetry. They would counter that there’s no inherent reason to think that liberals would not also engage in motivated reasoning if they believed something strongly enough, and made it central enough to their identities.

So which viewpoint is right: The asymmetry thesis, or the symmetry thesis? That’s the critical question at the center of our politics and our battle over reality—and one that this book hopes to help resolve. But we first have to examine the differences between liberals and conservatives in another crucial area: Morality.
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Chapter Four

For God and Tribe

In ethics, there’s a familiar dilemma—the so-called trolley problem. You probably know the gist: There’s a train or trolley coming down a track with a number of people in the way, and you have to choose whether to throw a switch to divert it onto a different track—only, doing so will kill one innocent person to save everybody else. It’s a test, basically, of whether you’re an ethical consequentialist or not—whether you support the greatest good for the greatest number. Assuming that you do, you should be willing to kill the one to save the many, or at least take the position that it is ethical to throw the switch.

If people were “rational” in the old Enlightenment sense, you would expect them to maintain a consistent position on the trolley dilemma, no matter how the details of the scenario are varied. They would act like computers. They would simply calculate the total number of lives saved, and then judge. But that’s not what people actually do.

For instance, let’s change things up a bit so that you have to physically push a fat man in front of the trolley to save truckloads of people (rather than throwing a distant switch). Suddenly we aren’t such consequentialists any more. Even though the same number of lives are being saved and sacrificed, we’re far more reluctant to do it, or to call it ethical. Why do we shift like this, based solely on the particular mechanism by which one person dies and many are saved?

Think back to motivated reasoning: We appear to have preconscious emotional impulses that powerfully shape how we feel about situations and dilemmas, and then we “reason” in the direction we’ve been subconsciously driven. In the case of the fat man, there’s a deep moral revulsion to physically pushing someone to his death that overrides the rational, conscious, utilitarian calculation. And then we “reason” differently about the trolley problem.

Now consider this scenario: The trolley has gotten rolling again, but the individual set to die (by being pushed) is named Tyrone Payton, and the group to be saved is 100 members of the New York Philharmonic. Or consider this alternative: The person to be pushed is Chip Ellsworth III, and the group saved is 100 members of the Harlem Jazz Orchestra.

When the trolley dilemma was presented in these two implicitly racialized versions to a group of college students by University of California-Irvine psychologist Peter Ditto and his colleagues, liberals were more willing to sacrifice an (apparently) white guy to save 100 black people than to sacrifice an (apparently) black guy to save 100 white people. That’s even though they’d previously told interviewers that race should not be a factor in deciding whether it would be permissible to harm one individual to promote the welfare of many. Liberals were flat out more biased, and more intellectually inconsistent, in this version of the trolley dilemma. Their motivated reasoning was worse than that of conservatives, at least when you set the problem up in this way.

But the conservatives shouldn’t go slapping high fives yet. Ditto and his colleagues caught them in something just as troubling.

Conservatives and liberals alike tend to agree that neither race, nor nationality, should be a factor in determining whether it would be ethical to sacrifice one person for a greater cause, or to save a large number of lives. Liberals subsequently betrayed this principle when it came to “Tyrone Payton” and “Chip Ellsworth III.” But it wasn’t hard to get conservatives to be just as inconsistent.

In another study, Ditto and his team constructed a scenario involving civilian casualties of different nationalities. In it, a military leader in Iraq launches an offensive to take out some of the other side’s leaders, knowing that civilians may die but reasoning—in ethical consequentialist mode—that the attack will save the lives of his own soldiers in the future. Only sometimes, it was an American military leader and troops attacking Iraqi insurgent leaders (leading to Iraqi civilian deaths), while at other times, it was an Iraqi insurgent leader and troops attacking American leaders (leading to American civilian deaths). And voila: Now the conservatives were much more likely to tolerate Iraqi civilian deaths (in service of a greater goal) than American civilian deaths. Now they were more biased in this particular ethical test of consequentialism.
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So what’s going on here?

The research on personality types and psychological needs, discussed in the last chapter, provides a variety of reasons for thinking that overall, liberals and conservatives will process information differently. And now we’re encountering a third body of research that once again reinforces this idea, while also opening up some new dimensions on it—research on moral intuitions and moral systems.

Peter Ditto is a collaborator with the aforementioned University of Virginia social psychologist Jonathan Haidt, who is a leader in applying an understanding of motivated reasoning to our views about what’s right and what’s wrong. To that end, Haidt has identified five separate moral intuitions that appear to make us feel strongly about situations before we’re even consciously aware of thinking about them, and that powerfully guide our reasoning. These are 1) the sense of needing to provide care and protect from harm; 2) the sense of what is just and fair; 3) the sense of loyalty and willingness to sacrifice for a group; 4) the sense of obedience or respect for authority; and 5) the sense of needing to preserve purity or sanctity.

Here’s the thing: In surveys, Haidt finds that liberals tend to strongly emphasize the first two moral intuitions (harm and fairness) in their responses to situations and events, but are much weaker on emphasizing the other three (group loyalty, respect for authority, and purity or sanctity). By contrast, Haidt finds that conservatives more than liberals respond to all five moral intuitions. (Indeed, multiple studies associate conservatism with a greater disgust reflex or sensitivity. In one telling experiment, subjects who were asked to use a hand wipe before answering questions, or answer them near a hand sanitizer, gave more politically conservative answers.)

And now we can fully understand the results above: In the racial variant of the trolley problem, a sense of fairness or egalitarianism—and perhaps empathy—biased liberals. But in the civilian casualties scenario, respect for authority (military) and the group (America) appear to have biased conservatives.

You will probably have noted by now that the moral intuition research of Haidt and Ditto is not fully separate from the research covered in the last chapter. It overlaps. For instance, take conservatives’ greater respect for authority, and their stronger loyalty to the in-group, the tribe, the team. Respect for authority, at its extreme, is hard to distinguish from authoritarianism. And viewing the world with a strong distinction between the in-group and the out-group clearly relates to having lower integrative complexity and less tolerance of difference (although it can also, on a more positive note, mean showing more loyalty and allegiance to one’s friends, and more patriotism).

The Haidt model of liberal-conservative morality also relates closely to another model that we’ve already encountered—Dan Kahan’s “cultural cognition” framework, which paints liberals as egalitarian-communitarians and conservatives as hierarchical-individualists. Egalitarians worry about fairness; communitarians about protecting the innocent from harm; hierarchs about authority and the group (and probably sanctity). Individualists are a bit more of a wildcard, but one thing they do not worry as much about is harm—they tend to think that everybody gets what they deserve in life and you have to struggle to succeed. (And if you fail, well, you deserved it—that is their version of fairness.)

In comparing the psychological, personality, and moral differences between liberals and conservatives, it is not clear which differences come first—which are more deeply rooted, and whether one causes the other or not. But it is clear that they travel together, and that all are reliable dimensions for distinguishing between the two broad groups.

You may also note something else: In Haidt’s “moral intuitionist” tradition, liberals and conservatives are both biased by their intuitions, but it is hard to say one group is inherently more biased than the other. This account, unlike the personality-centered account provided in the last chapter, therefore implies symmetry, rather than asymmetry, in each side’s self-serving biases.

That’s not to say that conservatives won’t be more defensive and more resistant to key types of challenges. What authorities (especially religious authorities) say matters to them, in a way that it just doesn’t to liberals. Attacks on the group or tribe also matter to them, much more than to liberals. And the conservative defensiveness that will occur in the face of these challenges is not something that liberals will readily understand—especially when, they think, they’re just putting forward information that will help make the world better by protecting against harm and ensuring fairness.

But liberals have their biases too, which can come out in key variants of the trolley problem (and other scenarios). From the moral intuitionist perspective, then, it may well be the case that conservatives have to exercise their biases more frequently in the modern world or in U.S. politics—but there’s nothing inherent about conservatives that makes those biases stronger across the board.

“When I’m at home, I spend all my time, like a good liberal, yelling at the television set, denouncing Republicans and how biased they are,” explains Peter Ditto. “Then I assume my persona at work and I say, theoretically, it’s really hard to know why there would be a difference. Once you’re committed emotionally, morally, to some position, it shouldn’t really matter. It’s hard, at least initially, to think of ways they should differ.”
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However, there is another famous account of the different moral systems of liberals and conservatives, which implies a more uneven distribution of biases. It is closely related to Haidt’s account in some ways, but not others. I’m referring to the account advanced by Berkeley cognitive linguist George Lakoff, in his book Moral Politics and subsequent works.

Lakoff’s opening premise is that we all think in metaphors. These are not the kind of thing that English majors study, but rather real, physical circuits in the brain that structure our cognition, and that are strengthened the more they are used. For instance, we learn at a very early age how things go up and things go down, and then we talk about the stock market and individual fortunes “rising” and “falling”—a metaphor.

For Lakoff, one metaphor in particular is of overriding importance in our politics: The metaphor that uses the family as a model for broader groups in society—from athletic teams to companies to governments. The problem, Lakoff says, is that we have different conceptions of the family, with conservatives embracing a “strict father” model and liberals embracing a caring, “nurturing” parent version. The strict father family is like a free market system, and yet also very hierarchical and authoritarian. It’s a harsh world out there and the father (the supreme authority) is tough and will teach the kids to be tough, because there will be no one to protect them once the father is gone. The political implications are obvious. In contrast, the nurturing parent family emphasizes love, care, and growth—and, so the argument goes, compassionate government control.

Lakoff’s system intriguingly ties our political differences to child-rearing styles (much evidence suggests that Republicans are more likely to physically punish their children). It also overlaps with Haidt’s—particularly when it comes to wanting to care for those who are harmed (nurturing parent) and respecting authority (strict father). What’s more, both accounts overlap with the research on personality and psychological needs—the strict father model, respect for authority, and the exercise of group loyalty all help to provide certainty and order through the affirmation of hierarchy and stability and the resistance of changes to existing social structures.

But there’s also a key difference. Lakoff’s account implies that liberals and conservatives will have a different relationship with science and with the facts. He told me as much in an interview for this book (and an article in The American Prospect magazine that preceded it).

The core reason for this differential bias turns on the issue of authority and from whence it springs. In our interview, Lakoff explained that conservatives should have no problem with science or other factual information when it supports their moral values, including free market goals (e.g., the science of drilling for oil, the science of nuclear power). The strict father wants the kids to go out and thrive, and producing energy through technology is an honorable way of doing it. However, science can also be an unruly guest at the party—highly destabilizing and threatening to conservative values, and with the potential to undermine traditional sources of authority that conservatives respect. Scientific evidence “has a possible effect over the market, foreign policy, religion, all kinds of things,” says Lakoff. “So they can’t have that.”

Liberals, to Lakoff, are just different. Science, social science, and research in general support an approach that he calls “Old Enlightenment reason”: finding the best facts so as to improve the world and society, and thus advance liberals’ own moral system, which is based on a caring and nurturing parent-run family. “So there is a reason in the moral system to like science in general,” says Lakoff.

Here also arises a chief liberal weakness, in Lakoff’s view, and one that is probably amplified by academic training. Call it the Condorcet handicap, or the Enlightenment syndrome. Either way, it will sound very familiar: Constantly trying to use factual and reasoned arguments to make the world better, and being amazed to find that even though these arguments are sound, well-researched, and supported, they are disregarded, or even actively attacked, by conservatives.
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When glimpsed from a bird’s eye view, all the morality research that we’re surveying is broadly consistent. It once again reinforces the idea that there are deep differences between liberals and conservatives—differences that are operating, in many cases, beneath the level of conscious awareness, and that ultimately must be rooted in the brain.

But this body of research also has different implications—depending on whose model you’re using—for the question of liberal and conservative bias. Neither account implies that liberals can’t ever go astray. But for Lakoff it is the reflexive conservative trust of authority that leads most of all to factual intransigence. Simply put, there are just too many conservative authorities out there that turn out to be dead wrong—from religious authorities to the “authority” of the free market. Anti-authoritarian liberals are too good at exposing all these naked emperors—whereupon conservatives fight back vigorously in defense of their beliefs.

And not only will pro-authority biases drive conservatives to stray from reality. Biases in favor of the group, or the political party, will often have the same consequence. These will tend to make conservatives more unified and supportive of their political “team,” but also less willing to pick a fight with their friends, less likely to issue a corrective when they need to issue one, less motivated to step out of rank and call out bogus assertions, and more willing to ostracize dissenters (and we’ll see this actually happening soon enough).

For now, then, my sympathies remain tilted towards Lakoff. Add together the moral intuitions research with the personality and psychology research that we’ve already sampled, and the weight of evidence still seems to imply more conservative bias and belief intransigence.

But short of the new research reported on in chapter 13, can we go farther here? I think so. Lakoff’s account of the liberal addiction to the Enlightenment—to using reason to solve problems and advance liberal values, which is at once both a bias and yet also a key motivator of factual accuracy, and is perhaps related to the need for cognition—may help guide the way.
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Everything that we’ve surveyed thus far about liberal and conservative psychology points in another direction, too: Liberals should be more likely, all else being equal, to pursue careers in the sciences, academia, the arts, journalism, and many other related realms where we expect to find people who rate high on Openness, who share the Condorcet worldview or “Old Enlightenment reason” approach described by Lakoff, who are intellectually curious, and who strive to get the facts right.

The university is kind of like a playground for people who score high on Openness to Experience. They get to indulge their thoughts and their tastes, sample a smorgasbord of ideas and artistic creations—and of course, they get to encounter lots of difference. At the same time, it is here that they learn the norms that go along with scientific and social scientific inquiry—how your biases can lead you astray, the importance of winning a consensus of experts to your position, and so on. And many will go on to obtain advanced degrees in fields where they have to prove their competence in these norms, before they are allowed to begin using their expertise to make the world better.

In other words, personality, psychological needs, and different moral intuitions ought to create an “expertise gap” between liberals and conservatives in the modern world. And, as we’ll see, they have.

Before surveying the data on the politics of these professions, though, let me make clearer the psychological reasons for this expectation. I’ll focus in on the connection between liberalism and science in particular, but there’s no reason that the same account wouldn’t apply to the social sciences, to history, or to many other fields.

Because scientific research is always characterized by uncertainty, and frequently a very high degree of it, it stands to reason that uncertainty- and ambiguity-tolerant liberals would be more likely to want to be scientists (although not necessarily engineers!), and more likely to revel in the complexities and ambiguities of research. “I think all things considered, a person who cannot tolerate uncertainty, would not probably be very strongly attracted to science,” observes Arie Kruglanski.

Jonathan Haidt, who has prominently criticized his own field of social psychology for being too insensitive to the conservative perspective, also agrees with this analysis:

Of course there are many reasons why conservatives would be underrepresented in social psychology, and most of them have nothing to do with discrimination or hostile climate. Research on personality consistently shows that liberals are higher on openness to experience. They’re more interested in novel ideas, and in trying to use science to improve society. So of course our field is and always will be mostly liberal.

But that’s not the only reason to associate science with liberalism. Scientific research is nothing if not an engine of change. It fuels innovation, uncovers uncomfortable realities about our species and our world (like the fact that we have a common ancestor with the rest of life on Earth, and are causing dangerous changes to the planet), and creates new technologies that can be very destabilizing (from in vitro fertilization to embryonic stem cell research to the potential for human cloning, genetic engineering, biological enhancements, drugs that change our moods, and on and on). For all of these reasons, change-friendly liberals have a built-in reason to be more pro-science, and change-resistant conservatives more anti-science—at least on the most disruptive of issues.

If you have any doubt about this, just recall the highly political stories of Galileo and Darwin—free-thinking scientists whose discoveries destroyed the old certainties, dissolving fixed categories to leave behind troubling ambiguities. Galileo dismantled the artificial separation between the Earth and the rest of the heavens, and with it the theological notion that the heavens are idealized and perfect, while the Earth is sinful and corrupt. Darwin undermined the view that species have unique, divinely created essences, as well as the false idea that humans are somehow a category apart from other animals—instead, all of life lies on a continuum. Not surprisingly, the psychologically liberal insights of these singularly brilliant scientists were fiercely resisted by the more conservative (and religious) elements of their respective societies—and in Darwin’s case, they still are.

Even some conservative intellectuals recognize this. Take Yuval Levin, a conservative writer on science and science policy at the Ethics and Public Policy Center and author of the book Imagining the Future: Science and American Democracy. When his book came out, Levin was asked whether the political right was more hostile to science than the left because the political right is more religious. Here’s his answer:

I don’t think it’s being religious that explains why the right thinks a certain way about science. I think it’s an attitude the right has toward cultural continuity. That makes a big difference. It’s also why the right tends to be more open toward religion. On those issues where the right has a problem with science, it usually arises when science poses some kind of threat to what conservatives see as the imperative of cultural continuity, whether it’s at the juncture of generations or around society’s ability to present a picture of its own past, an argument about morals and values.

Certain liberal values can certainly also create tensions with science, and I already have identified which values those are (egalitarianism, communitarianism). Later, I will suggest that these tensions are often dealt with in a different way than they are among conservatives, in large part because liberals are more tolerant of new information and more prone to integrative complexity, while having less need for certainty or closure—and also because of the powerful counterweight provided by Enlightenment values. But the point for now is that the body of psychology research shows that there are differences that matter among liberals and conservatives, and this research further suggests that the two groups will have a different relationship with the world of science and research—and also that they will be more and less likely to occupy that world to begin with.

And that’s precisely what one does find out there in the real world. In one of the most comprehensive surveys of American university professors, sociologists Neil Gross of the University of British Columbia and Solon Simmons of George Mason University found that 51 percent described themselves as Democrats and 35.3 percent as Independents—and the vast bulk of those Independents were distinctly Democrat-leaning. Just 13.7 percent were Republicans. It’s just one in a long line of studies demonstrating the overwhelming liberalism of academia—which we can now, perhaps, see in a rather different light.

Gross’s findings parallel the results of surveys on two overlapping groups: scientists and those with graduate degrees (whether or not they stay in academe). A 2009 survey of American Association for the Advancement of Science members found they were overwhelmingly more Democratic, and more likely to describe themselves as liberal, than the general public. 55 percent were Democrats, 32 percent were Independents, and just 6 percent were Republicans.

Then there are all the folks with letters after their names. Here, interestingly, we see a trend toward more liberalism over time, which the psychology research alone cannot explain. That’s a problem I’ll tackle in the next section. For now, though, just the data: Ruy Teixeira of the Center for American Progress has shown that Americans with a post-graduate level of education have been trending more and more strongly Democratic in the past three presidential cycles. They supported Al Gore by a margin of 52 percent to 44 percent in 2000, John Kerry by 55 percent to 44 percent in 2004, and Barack Obama by 58 percent to 40 percent in 2008.

Overall, the liberal lopsidedness of science, academia, and PhD-land is striking—and as noted, it is becoming even more dramatic today. But the psychology research surveyed in the last two chapters puts this fact—as well as the right’s repeated attacks on higher education, dating all the way back to William F. Buckley, Jr.’s 1951 classic God and Man at Yale—in an interesting light.

It has long been a premise of these attacks that the institutions of higher education make one a liberal, through a kind of brainwashing process. But in light of what we’ve seen, that’s far too simple an account. If our political views are rooted, to a significant extent, in personality and psychological needs, then the groundwork is laid down long before we choose career paths. Academia certainly provides a self-reinforcing and self-actualizing environment for liberals, but the idea that it mints them outright is harder to believe.

The consequences of the left-right expertise gap are vast—and exert a massive influence on the constant battles over misinformation in American politics. Because just as psychology explains why liberals have more expertise and more scientists in their ranks, it also explains why conservatives (always loyal to their group) fight back against that expertise furiously—and, as we’ll see, even create their own knowledge institutions and train their own “experts” to reinforce their beliefs.
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Chapter Five

Don’t Get Defensive

At this point, it’s probably time for a deep breath, followed by a long pause—and then the donning of body armor. Chances are that what I’ve said in the last two chapters has ticked off, like, half of America.

My arguments are rooted in a large body of published and peer reviewed research, but I fully recognize that the subject matter has fairly stunning implications. “To begin with, many people are defensive and afraid of psychology,” explains John Jost. “No one wants to sit next to a psychologist on an airplane. And most people are afraid to think about the possibility that their most cherished beliefs might have a psychological basis, rather than simply a basis in fact. And when you mix that knee-jerk defensiveness about psychological introspection with political ideology, it’s pretty explosive.”

That automatic defensive response doesn’t justify ignoring the evidence. But objections are strongly anticipated (so is lots of motivated reasoning!), and the purpose of this chapter will be to pause to consider them, and to flesh out many of the arguments further, before moving on.

If you’re already completely sold, by the way, you may want to consider skipping this chapter. I’m going to have to deal in a lot of nuance here (damn liberals!), and even get a bit technical. That’s simply inevitable in order to address all the objections that may arise.

One battery of questions will surely involve how conservatism is defined and measured, and how to account for its different strands. After all, we’ve already encountered one way of dividing up people’s moral and political systems—Kahan’s hierarchs, individualists, egalitarians, and communitarians—that is more complex than the one dimensional left-right definition used in the last two chapters. And there are many others.

Similarly, many people will want to draw a distinction between economic and social conservatism. Isn’t any argument that tosses libertarians and authoritarians into the same pot missing something rather crucial?

Scholars differ on precisely how to piece the different parts of the political right together. And if you disagree with me about what a conservative is—or how different breeds of conservatism travel together, jammed into the suitcase of today’s Republican Party—you also may disagree with many aspects of this analysis. In any case, I will make clear what definition I’m using and why.

Another core objection will surely involve the left, and its own extreme versions: Aren’t leftists just as capable of closed-mindedness and irrationality as anything found on the right wing? And aren’t there just as many left-wing authoritarians as right-wing ones? Actually, the evidence suggests the answer is no, especially in America today.

What about independents? They exist in large numbers, and they certainly need to be explained. We’ll take a crack at that key question.

Finally, people are bound to wonder about political conversions, and how these can be explained. I’ll sketch the beginnings of an answer here, though this will receive more elaboration later in the book, when we actually run across some very important and noted right-to-left converts. For now, though, I’ll show something more surprising, but also very telling: You can make a liberal more conservative fairly easily—not through argument, but rather, through fear and distraction (and heavy drinking!). All of which counts as a great strength—not weakness—of the psychological and even physiological explanation of ideology.

So without further ado, let’s consider these problems, before getting into even more controversial waters—the possible role of the brain in conservatism, and the genetic underpinnings of our political differences.

Who’s a Conservative?

The first area of doubt involves how we identify conservatives. Often, this is done in surveys and questionnaires in which people self-report their views, by ranking themselves on a scale from “very liberal” to “very conservative,” or perhaps by describing their political party affiliations or answering questions about basic policy views.

This obviously raises problems: People might be defining themselves in opposition to something they hate rather than in alignment with something they believe. Furthermore, how they identify themselves will vary in different countries and over time, along with the meanings and connotations of these words.

For instance, liberals have been strongly demonized in the U.S., a campaign that has surely made people less likely to affiliate with liberalism, regardless of their actual policy views. A Republican Party affiliation and voting record can also mean many things, given that there are still moderates in the party who resist its rightward tilt, but remain allegiant despite their misgivings.

The response to this objection is to concede it, but also to ask for some realism. It is impossible to come up with a perfect measurement; all will have their weaknesses. The question is whether you have a reasonably good measurement, not whether you have a flawless one.

Here, the measuring instrument isn’t so bad: The survey questions being used have been validated to ensure that they are reasonably reliable in picking up what they’re intended to pick up. Thus, a test of one’s self-placement on the liberal/conservative spectrum lines up nicely (although never perfectly) with one’s Democratic or Republican voting, one’s responses on sets of policy questions, and so on. So using these measures winds up being a pretty good way of capturing what we all mean when we talk about conservatives, liberals, Republicans, and Democrats in the modern U.S. context.

What’s really extraordinary here is that despite all the looseness and subjectivity inherent in how people define and practice their ideologies, Jost and his colleagues were nevertheless able to find consistent results about the psychology of conservatism in research conducted across countries. The signal still came through, despite a very large amount of noise.

What Do Conservatives All Share?

Beyond difficulties in identifying conservatives out there in the wild, there are also vast debates over how to define conservatism. No one really disputes that it exists. But what core elements of the belief system are relatively stable across time periods and even countries, and will persist long after the issues of the present are behind us?

That’s a pretty important question: You can’t show how conservatism appeals psychologically unless you can show what it provides to people.

Following Jost and his colleagues, I’m arguing that the deepest element, tying it all together and conferring its greatest appeal, is a resistance to change. This, in turn, is tied to less Openness to Experience (and other related traits), and helps to assuage conservatives’ fear and uncertainty about life and the world.

The fact that the resistance to change has something to do with conservatism—and with psychology—is pretty hard to dispute. History’s most famous conservatives have described their belief system in just this way. Thus, criticizing the French Revolution, Edmund Burke wrote that “People will not look forward to posterity, who never look backward to their ancestors.” And describing the purpose of the magazine he founded, The National Review, William F. Buckley, Jr., wrote that the publication “stands athwart history, yelling ‘Stop’!”

It should be obvious how an ideology that is resistant to change would appeal to the need for certainty and stability and the desire to manage fear and threat. And I have already shown that those who hold the ideology and those who have these psychological needs match up, to a remarkable extent.

Nevertheless, in opposition to this definition, it is sometimes said that Ronald Reagan brought vast change to America, and what’s so conservative about that? George W. Bush’s tax cuts were also a change—a rather big one. How can you call someone an anti-change conservative when he changed America so dramatically?

The response to this objection is that the change that conservatives seek is not progressive; rather it is in the direction of restoring something they perceive as prior and better—like, say, America before the New Deal. Often, it is an imaginary past that has been romanticized, and the desire is to restore what never even was. So you can certainly have conservative revolutionaries; they’re just favoring an earlier status quo, and not necessarily even one that ever existed. It need only be the case that they think it did, and they long for it, and this drives their policy prescriptions and agendas.

The second core element of conservatism postulated by Jost and his colleagues is the resistance to equality (or, the rationalization of inequality). Conservatives will surely balk at this description even more strongly, but it does tend to go along with the resistance to change. Moreover, egalitarianism is powerfully related to liberalism in general—as we’ve seen, it’s one of the chief moral intuitions that liberals have.

The fact is that the conservatives in society have always been the ones who resisted measures to increase equality—from women’s suffrage to desegregation, from interracial marriage to gay marriage. At the time, each of these changes was viewed as threatening to the social structure. And conservatives, accordingly, resisted change and supported the status quo—although for the next generation of conservatives, once the change was fully established it probably came to seem far less threatening.

On top of that, right-wing authoritarians may be resistant to equality because they distrust people not like them and would not always extend them the same rights. Economic conservatives (or individualists) who affirm a free marketplace without many social safety net protections are, effectively, in favor of the economic inequality that will inevitably result. They may consider such a system fair—the only way anyone gets anywhere in this world is to work hard, not to have it handed to you—but there’s little doubt about the ultimate outcome. Not everybody gets ahead, and the society ends up unequal.

Why Don’t You Psychoanalyze Liberals, Too?

The answer to this one is easy: I have. Didn’t you notice?

If any theme should be apparent from this discussion, it is that conservatism is hardly the only ideology that can be traced to psychology. Liberalism, too, has its psychological correlates. A 2008 PhD thesis in psychology even sought to psychoanalyze liberalism just as Jost and his colleagues did for conservatism, postulating that liberals are motivated by the “need for understanding,” the “need for change,” the “need for inclusiveness,” and (I always laugh here) “avoidance of decisional commitment.”

Indeed, at least one conservative who beat up on the Jost study—Jonah Goldberg of the National Review—was perceptive enough to notice that the findings could easily be inverted. He started off his own takedown of the research with a rather impressive parody:

A massive new study from Berkeley scientists at has found that political liberals have the following qualities in abundance:


	Cowardice and appeasement

	Comfort with confusion and ignorance

	Recklessness

	Indecisiveness and similar cognitive defects

	Terror mismanagement



In short, after an exhaustive research effort, the scientists concluded that the typical liberal is very much like Renfield, that sniveling, nasty, bug-eating sidekick to Dracula. This is why liberals always say, “Yethhh, master” to bullies and tyrants like Josef Stalin, Fidel Castro, or Saddam Hussein: They are dim-witted, cowardly, nasty creatures who can never make up their minds.

Perhaps Goldberg thought it obvious that liberals would find such claims absurd and offensive. To the contrary, I would say that this hits a little too close to home. Indecision and appeasement really are leading liberal weaknesses that hobble us in key situations—and these weaknesses really are rooted in the liberal personality and psychology.

The broader point is that all belief systems—liberalism, conservatism, religious faith, and so on—address psychological needs, which is a chief reason why they are adopted. At the same time, all belief systems are also defended by their proponents on the basis of evidence and reasoned arguments. The two function on different levels; examining an ideology on a psychological level does not refute its logical validity, because psychological needs don’t have any intellectual content to them. Such needs will be satisfied in different cultures, or at different points in history, by whatever ideologies happen to be on offer at that point in time.

Similarly, refuting an ideology on a logical or argumentative level may not reduce its psychological appeal. (I doubt there will be any dispute about that.)

Nevertheless, explaining the existence of a belief system through psychology can provide much perspective on why it exists and persists, despite change over time in our political systems and the issues being debated. That’s especially the case if the explanation is a robust one, in the sense that many or most proponents of the ideology do possess the psychological traits that seem to accompany it. And I’ve already shown that this is the case.

What about the Difference between Economic and Social Conservatives?

It may not be obvious, at least at first, how resistance-to-change conservatism and resistance-to-equality conservatism relate to a breakdown of conservatism more familiar to us—between “social” and “economic” conservatism. This requires some unpacking.

Economic conservatives preach fiscal responsibility and the free market, but don’t always go for the conservative cultural agenda of the religious right. They may not want anything to do with it—especially if they are libertarians—and may not much like being lumped in with them, especially based on the claim that both groups resist change and support inequality. Isn’t that an unfair move?

Yes and no. On the one hand, it would be foolhardy to assert that economic and social conservatism are precisely the same thing. They’re different sets of ideas, in many cases held by different people. Indeed, political scientists have shown that when you survey the general population, you can come up with much more finely tuned descriptions of the views of average Americans than “liberal” and “conservative.” Examining politics along both economic and social dimensions, rather than just along a single left-right dimension, does a better job of capturing the complexity that actually exists.

I fully acknowledge this. But I have nevertheless used liberal/Democrat and conservative/Republican here, because the economic and social aspects of ideology cluster together, especially in the United States. Consider the Tea Party, which is both Christian conservative and yet is also in favor of freer markets and less government. And psychology can help explain why this deep relationship between social and economic conservatism (and liberalism) exists—even as it also ties both outlooks to pro-status quo and anti-egalitarian impulses.

Let’s return to the aforementioned study by Yale political scientist Alan Gerber and his colleagues, which showed, in a sample of more than 12,000 individuals, that the relationship between the “Big Five” personality traits and left-right ideology was stronger in some cases than the relationship between ideology and income or level of education. That study had another benefit, too: It looked at the relationship between personality and both types of liberalism and conservatism, by examining how people defined themselves ideologically and also how they responded to questions about their economic and social policy views.

In the study, Openness predicted not only social liberalism but also economic liberalism, and did so strongly in both cases. The same went for Conscientiousness—it predicted both types of conservatism, albeit not quite as strongly. The authors therefore concluded by suggesting that what they called “ideological constraint”—the strange but regular observation that liberals and conservatives hold matching views across social and economic realms—could be rooted in personality, and thus psychology.

When you think about it, that makes a lot of sense. Openness will lead you to support new and different policies, and innovations (change), in both economic and social domains. In both realms, it will also make you more able to understand and sympathize with the views of those different from yourself (equality)—whether they’re poorer than you, or of a different race, gender, or sexual persuasion. Closedness will lead to the opposite. And Conscientiousness—respecting rules, structure, and order—will lead you to support stability in social structures but also traditional business community norms like industriousness: “Work hard and you will get ahead,” as Gerber and his colleagues put it.

Thus, defenders of the free market and conventional family values may be linked in deeper ways than we, or even they, realize.

What about the Cultural Cognition Model?

Examining ideology along both economic and social dimensions is one way of adding complexity to the standard left-right schematic. But there are other more complex models of politics, such as the previously mentioned research program centered around Yale Law professor Dan Kahan and his colleagues.

As noted before, hierarchical-individuals broadly correspond to U.S. conservatives, whereas egalitarian-communitarians broadly correspond to U.S. liberals. But you can also find issues that produce more unexpected pairings between the groups. Take, for instance, so-called outpatient commitment laws, which “authorize courts to order older persons with mental illness to accept outpatient treatment.” This is not exactly a leading public policy or voting issue, but the response to it is certainly interesting—the four groups change their allegiances. Hierarchs and communitarians support such laws; egalitarians and individualists don’t.

What this means is that just as is the case with social and economic ideology, this way of dividing us up into four groups, rather than two, allows for more precision in some cases. That’s the advantage. The disadvantage is that we don’t have a hierarch party or an individualist party (though the Libertarian Party comes pretty close), nor do we have an egalitarian party or a communitarian party. We have two parties, and not just because it’s simpler, but because on most issues the four groups pair up into twos. And again, it is likely that psychology underlies this.

While I am mainly going to rely on the liberal-conservative distinction, I find much that is useful in Kahan’s approach. For like Jonathan Haidt’s, this research helps us understand—and even predict in advance—situations in which liberals may have issues with science and the facts, and may engage in biased reasoning to defend their views. The answer is clear: These will be situations where their egalitarian or communitarian values are threatened.

So for instance, liberals should be inclined to attack research that seems to threaten the idea that we’re all equal—which helps explain the unfortunate left-academic response to E.O. Wilson’s ideas about sociobiology, now called “evolutionary psychology,” in which Wilson was accused of reducing certain aspects of human behavior to genes and biology. At the same time, liberals might be expected to overstate the strength of research that suggests harm to large numbers of people: research on various types of environmental risks, for instance.

These are all areas where I feel it imperative to keep an eye on my intellectual compatriots and hold them honest—as this book will do further in chapter 12. However, when we scrutinize classic test case issues where we might expect liberal, progressive, or environmental reasoning to go astray—vaccination, nuclear power, and fracking—we find some pretty interesting things, but we do not find liberals acting like conservatives.

What about Leftist Regimes?

Just as economic and social conservatism can sometimes become disentangled (but generally go together), so too for resistance-to-change and resistance-to-equality conservatism (though they generally go together). Here, the key case study is communist countries.

In countries where left-wing movements come to power following revolutions—communist countries like the former Soviet Union, Cuba, or China—those who resist change to the post-revolutionary system would fall on the traditional left in terms of their economic and egalitarian views. At the same time, however, even as they defend a left-wing status quo, those craving stability and order in such countries may be very culturally traditional. By contrast, those seeking change may want to undermine or “liberalize” that status quo by opening the society up to the free market.

This is where the resistance to change and the resistance to greater equality spin apart, and there is nothing to do other than simply admit it. It is a complex world out there. Indeed, consider one telling case study of the need for closure in two European groups that differed in their communist experience. In Poland, which had a communist past, the more open-minded were more supportive of an economically conservative or free-market system. But in Flanders, which lacked such a past, the more open-minded were the opposite—similar to economic liberals in the U.S. And yet at the same time, in both groups, the closed-minded were more culturally conservative, and more authoritarian. (A similar result was found of Eastern and Western Europeans after the fall of communism.)

The fact that resistance-to-change and defense-of-inequality conservatism can demagnetize in the communist context is really more a strength than a weakness of the psychological account of ideology. After all, there is every reason to think that support for the status quo and resistance to change ought to be context dependent.

As mentioned, psychological needs don’t have any explicit ideological content to them. They merely predispose us to favor whatever ideology is available to us at a particular time that satisfies those needs. And ideologies morph over time, as do political systems. Thus conservatism can simultaneously be a human universal, in the sense that people will always seek an ideology that provides stability and order by resisting change, and yet it can also take different forms in different contexts.

Another way of putting this is to say that when we talk about the substantive meaning of “left” and “right” today—social safety nets and progressive taxation versus free markets and deregulation, the extension of minority rights versus the preservation of traditional views of marriage and the family, and so on—we are hardly capturing the substance of all human political disputes since our very origins. The left and right distinction is of far more recent vintage, and is most applicable in the West since the time of the French Revolution. From then until now, the two types of conservatism—status quo and anti-egalitarian—have glommed together most of the time, but there have been exceptions.

Beneath all this lies psychology, the rarely discovered continent in our politics. The need for order and stability is more constant, older, and surely part of our evolutionary heritage. It is a superstructure undergirding the two-century-old left-right distinction, but it has been operating in many different contexts for far longer than that. And if for some reason we ever drop the left-right distinction, it will still be operating.

What about Left Wing Ideologues?

Another very persistent objection is that rather than talking about conservatism, we ought to be talking about ideological extremism, on either the left or the right, because both will feature closed-mindedness, defensiveness, intolerance of ambiguity, and all the rest. In other words, an extreme left winger will be just as rigid and dogmatic as a right-wing authoritarian. In particular, we can expect to hear conservatives say that.

The trouble is, the evidence doesn’t really support that conclusion (at least, I stress, for noncommunist countries). Rather, it suggests that as you depart from the center and approach the political poles, ideological extremism does increase, but rigidity and inflexibility increase more on the right than on the left. Again, that would make sense if the two aspects of the resistance to change—political resistance and resistance to changing one’s beliefs—go together.

To show this, John Jost and his colleagues specifically looked at the subset of studies of conservatism that allowed for a direct contrast between a “rigidity of the right” hypothesis and an “ideological extremism” stance, which would posit symmetrical rigidity on both political poles. There were 13 of these studies in all, from 6 countries (the U.S., England, Sweden, Germany, Israel, Italy), none of them communist. The test was whether rigidity and inflexibility increase in a linear way from left to right; whether they instead increase equally in either direction as you depart from the political center; or whether a “combined” model fits the data best: Rigidity increases in both directions as you depart from the center, but increases more on the right than on the left.

The result was that not a single study showed more left rigidity than right rigidity. But 6 out of 13 showed somewhat more left rigidity than center rigidity, even though right wingers were more rigid than either the left or the center in these studies. This usually occurred when the psychological trait being measured was “integrative complexity.” Therefore, a combined model—more rigidity at both extremes, but considerably more on the right than on the left—seems the best fit to the available data. (Acknowledging, of course, that the center is not “fixed,” but rather, is culturally and socially determined; and that you might expect a different outcome in communist countries.)

Later, Jost and a new team of researchers tackled this question in yet another way. In three more studies, they measured political views and ideological extremism simultaneously, by giving subjects lots of gradations to choose from in how they described their beliefs. Were they moderately liberal, very liberal, extremely liberal, and so on. Those who picked the farthest ends of the distribution, on either side, were the extremists. Those closer to the center counted as less extreme, but of course, were still liberal or conservative.

By setting it up in this way, it was again possible to distinguish between an “ideological extremism” hypothesis on the one hand, and the “rigidity of the right” view on the other. And the result was that neither liberalism nor left wing extremism wound up being linked to psychological traits like the need for closure, the intolerance of uncertainty, and so on. Rather, conservatism was linked to these traits.

On the far left, this approach even yielded a hint of more tolerance of uncertainty and Openness—which makes sense. For someone living in a liberal democracy, it probably requires real novelty and complexity to rationalize a very ideological left wing position. It may require plowing through Das Kapital. But this is not the kind of behavior we expect to see in right wing authoritarians, the conservative ideological extreme (although when sophistication and authoritarianism do coincide, you can find inflexibility and ingenious arguments going hand in hand).

The idea of left-wing closed-mindedness was also tested in another form by Robert Altemeyer, who went on a very extensive and amusing chase for what he labeled “the Loch Ness Monster of political psychology”—namely, a left-wing authoritarian.

Altemeyer came up with a variety of statements to try to find lefties who showed authoritarian tendencies—following leaders unquestioningly, showing aggression, wanting to force conformity on others—but did so in service of a revolutionary or anti-establishment movement, rather than a reactionary or conservative one. Some of the statements he came up with, to mirror the types of views that right-wing authoritarians tend to espouse, are kind of hilarious:

The members of the Establishment deserve to be dealt with harshly, without mercy, when they are finally overthrown.

A leftist revolutionary movement is quite justified in attacking the Establishment, and in demanding obedience and conformity from its members.

If certain people refuse to accept the historic restructuring of society that will come when the Establishment is overthrown, they will have to be removed and smashed.

Studying a sample of nearly 1,200 Canadian students and parents with such statements, Altemeyer failed to find any really strong left-wing authoritarians. Interestingly, though, he found that some right-wing authoritarians affirmed some of the left-wing authoritarian statements. Perhaps these more confused and ambiguous authoritarians (Altemeyer called them “wild cards”) just wanted something to smash. As he concluded: “If you want authoritarians on the right, I have found tons. But if you want a living, breathing, scientifically certifiable authoritarian on the left, I have not found a single one.”

Is it possible that cases of left-wing extremism seen in the past and occasionally in the present—the Weathermen, the Black Panthers, or the Earth Liberation Front—are attributable to a few politically ambiguous authoritarians who found their way into left-wing movements? Such was Altemeyer’s speculation. The trouble is, there really aren’t many such movements in the United States today to look at. Psychologists weren’t around to study the Russian Bolsheviks of 1917, the Jacobins of the French Revolution, and so on. There just isn’t much data.

What there is, though, is a growing volume of psychological data on left and right in modern democracies. And “the data don’t really support the rigidity of the left hypothesis,” explains the University of Arkansas’s Scott Eidelman. You might find some rigid left extremists, but the distribution of rigid ideologues does not appear to be politically balanced or symmetrical. That is not to say that in a very different political context, such as a communist country, you wouldn’t find more authoritarians lined up on the left, supporting the left-wing status quo. “If you don’t think Pol Pot was a left authoritarian, I don’t know what to say,” says Philip Tetlock. “It’s just manifestly obvious that such creatures exist.” If the status quo becomes the far left, and this situation persists for several generations, then we would surely expect authoritarians to flip sides, because they are conventional and defer to the established authorities. But are these people really “left wing” any longer at that point?

That’s a matter of definition, but Altemeyer would then call them right wing authoritarians or psychological right wingers, even in an established leftist regime. During the Cold War, for instance, he suggests that the hardliners on the American and Soviet sides were both authoritarians who wanted their country to fight the out-group—from whom they were separated only by an accident of birth.

Why Not Better Distinguish Conservatives from Authoritarians?

A related objection is that when it comes to resisting new information and belief change, we’re not really talking about conservatism at all, we’re talking about authoritarianism, an extreme or at least separable incarnation of it. In one version of the argument, there are at least three different types of conservatives: laissez-faire or economic conservatives, status quo conservatives (like Edmund Burke), and finally authoritarian conservatives, who are socially conservative and traditionalist, and motivated most of all by their distrust of otherness and their groupthink.

In this account, the first two groups of conservatives are intellectual and principled. The latter are more primal, driven more by visceral negative responses to otherness and a desire to impose their way of doing things on people not like them. And thus, while all the types of conservatism may find themselves joined together (as they currently are in the United States), they are, in principle, separable and have become disjointed at other places in the world or at other times in the United States itself.

The objection doesn’t really matter in a practical sense, given that the U.S. Republican Party today combines all three strains, and the U.S. Republican Party is my central target. By this token, whether I’m criticizing Republicanism, conservatism, or authoritarianism, these are distinctions without a difference because the party that calls itself conservative blends together all these strands, acting together as a team. “What we see having happened since the 1970s and 1980s is that conservatism has become an authoritarian conservatism,” explains Marc Hetherington of Vanderbilt University.

But I think one can go farther. On the one hand, it is possible to imagine a right-wing revolution that authoritarians would support, but that honest status quo conservatives, like Edmund Burke, would abhor. Consider, for instance, a strong erosion of core civil liberties and protections for minorities that have persisted since the Bill of Rights. So I agree that you could theoretically find a way to pit the groups against each other, whereupon principled conservatives ought to come out strongly against authoritarians.

At the same time, though, they would appear to lie on a continuum psychologically because the resistance to change is so deeply rooted in both groups. True, this resistance leads different people to different actions or positions, with authoritarians more likely to support some dangerous right-wing fantasy that could crash the servers of democracy. But both groups, on a psychological level, need order, structure, and certainty. And they have far more problems with their opposite: disorder, chaos, uncertainty, and ambiguity.

What about Centrists and Independents?

Not everybody is a staunch liberal or conservative. In fact, in recent years, the number of independents in U.S. politics has been on the rise, from 30 percent of the electorate in 2005 to 37 percent today. How does this theory account for that?

A psychological perspective on independents, moderates, and centrists must first recognize that not only are they often different from liberals and conservatives, but they’re also different from each other. A recent Pew study of independents, for instance, found that they included four distinct groups: libertarians, who lean conservative economically and basically are individualists; post-moderns, who are young, hip, and highly secular and pro-environment but not very liberal on classic economic issues or race; disaffecteds, who are financially stressed by the recession and have a very negative view of politics, but tend to be strongly religious and conservative; and bystanders, who tend to be young and just aren’t politically engaged. How do you make sense of this complicated stew?

First, and as these descriptions show, an independent isn’t necessarily the same thing as a centrist or moderate. In particular, those who aren’t politically engaged may have personalities or dispositions that could very well lead to the adoption of strong ideological views. It could just be that they’re not knowledgeable enough about politics to see how their values align with the current political parties. Even among authoritarians, who have a deep affinity for the right, it has been shown that a process of ideological “activation” often needs to occur, through political engagement and learning about the issues, before they really realize who they are and become their political selves. Given the relationship that we’ve already seen between political sophistication and motivated reasoning, that makes lots of sense.

The independents thus include both a group that isn’t very engaged—but might have a very strong latent ideology—but also individuals who may be very engaged, but end up with an ideologically blended political identity or less strong partisan attachments. Libertarians, for instance, are a classic ideological blend, socially liberal and often not very religious, but fiscally conservative.

You wouldn’t call libertarians “centrists,” but this theory explains centrists or moderates very well too. First, a lot of them may be in the middle of the psychological range just as they are in the middle of the political range. If you think, for instance, about the two personality dimensions that most reliably distinguish liberals and conservatives—Openness and Conscientiousness—it immediately becomes apparent that someone who is near the midpoint on both measures could make for a good centrist. Centrists or moderates also probably have to have a reasonably high amount of integrative complexity, as they are forced to weigh the ideologies to both their left and right.

When it comes to party identification, Openness to Experience appears to work in two separate ways. As we’ve seen, it strongly predicts political liberalism. But it also predicts weaker partisan attachment—which, when you think about it, also fits the profile. People who are open are not followers of groups; they like to distinguish themselves and appear different from others. To stand out.

Thus, many independents may be Open and very socially liberal, but not willing to strongly commit to the Democrats, and very capable of finding many bones to pick with the party. The so-called post-moderns in the current crop of independents sound like they might have this characteristic. (This also, of course, suggests less conformism and solidarity among Democrats than among Republicans—and more opinion intensity on the right than the left. And indeed, the data back that up. In a May 2011 Pew study, for instance, 70 percent of “staunch conservatives” had very unfavorable views of President Obama, but only 45 percent of “solid liberals” had very favorable views of him.)

Clearly, this book does not focus its attention on independents or the political center—for the obvious reason that it is the two U.S. parties today that most reliably reflect psychologically grounded differences between liberalism and conservatism. In other words, a psychological understanding of left and right is probably at its best when it comes to explaining today’s partisan polarization, and the recent course of U.S. politics in general. That’s because the core psychological differences we’re discussing here ought to be heightened, not lessened, on the political poles and among the most engaged and knowledgeable on both sides. Here, most of all, is where politics becomes an utter clash between worldviews, and also psychologies.

What about Political Conversions?

I’ve fielded a number of objections to the psychological analysis of our political differences, and I believe the basic approach, rooted in the work of Jost and his colleagues (but also many other researchers working in this area), remains intact. Now, let me add a new argument in its favor, one that shows its surprising explanatory power.

One thing that is deeply persuasive about the psychological account of liberal and conservative differences is that it does a very good job of explaining left-to-right and right-to-left political conversions—whether permanent or, more intriguingly, temporary.

Right-to-left conversions are all around us today in the U.S., as the Republican Party shifts further to the right and alienates moderates. I’ll discuss some of these cases later, using examples like the conservative commentator and former Bush speechwriter David Frum, and the former Reagan administration official Bruce Bartlett. But let me say right now that these cases tend to have something in common. These are often people who lament the right’s loss of nuance and intellectual seriousness, its betrayal of principles, and its intolerance of dissent (namely, theirs). Therefore, it appears that these de-converting conservatives, these RINOs (Republicans-in-name-only), are reacting against authoritarianism, and are people who may have more need for cognition and more integrative complexity. The death of nuance on the right, the ideological extremism, pushes them away.

What about left-to-right shifts? If the United States were moving to the left, as it was at least perceived to be in the 1960s, you might see more of these shifts for reasons of integrative complexity and nuance. But the U.S. isn’t moving to the left, so you don’t. (Although we may note that in the first generation of conservative revolutionaries in the U.S., people like William F. Buckley and Irving Kristol were surely quite independent-minded, nuanced, and intellectual.)

But large scale political change needn’t be the only motivator of a political conversion. The psychological account of ideology also explains a surprising but regularly observed phenomenon: Liberals turning more conservative, at least temporarily, and then reverting to their liberalism again—almost as if they’ve woken from a trance.

When this happens, it is not generally for intellectual or principled reasons. Rather, it seems to occur for emotional or even physiological ones.

Fear makes liberals more conservative, and even authoritarian. Just make them mortally afraid, and they’ll become much more inclined to support decisive leaders and crackdowns on civil liberties. This nicely explains why the United States became more conservative following 9/11—and why George W. Bush’s approval ratings consistently went up following the issuance of terrorism alerts by the Department of Homeland Security.

This phenomenon accounts nicely for “liberal hawks,” like Christopher Hitchens, who wanted to attack Iraq in the early 2000s. It also explains why some of these hawks later recoiled in horror at what they had done. (I should know: I was a liberal hawk who awoke from the trance, and even felt a need to do intellectual penance for it afterwards.) As we’ll see in the next chapter, a brain region called the amygdala may be implicated in this effect.

Fear isn’t the only factor that can change a liberal into a temporary conservative. So can being distracted and unable to engage in complex and nuanced thought—or as psychologists put it, being placed under “cognitive load.”

In a rather ingenious study, Linda Skitka of the University of Illinois at Chicago and her colleagues set up an experiment in which liberals were forced to stop and think about what they would do, and go against their instinctive impulses. Only sometimes, they were distracted, and thus impaired from doing so. The results were striking.

In Skitka’s study, liberals and conservatives were asked about a scenario in which four different groups of people had contracted AIDS in a variety ways. Three of the groups were blameless: they had gotten the disease from a blood transfusion, or a long-term partner who had cheated on them, gotten AIDS, and then passed it on, et cetera. One group, though, had contracted AIDS through practicing unsafe sex while fully aware of the risks. In other words, the members of this group seemed fully responsible for their own fates.

The liberals and conservatives then had to decide who should receive government subsidized drug treatment. The conservatives thought that people who were culpable in contracting AIDS shouldn’t get the same care as those who were blameless. So did the liberals—on first impulse, anyway. But they tended to change their minds once they were allowed to think about it. Their sense of fairness, equality, and of caring for others shone through—and then, unlike conservatives, they appeared to reason that everybody should be treated the same way in government policy, regardless of their personal responsibility for their plight.

However, when liberals were simultaneously required to perform a difficult task that involved listening to music and making note of when the pitch changed, they never had time to think through the scenario or take a second step of reasoning. And then, they were just as punitive towards the culpable AIDS sufferers as the conservatives were. There was no substantial difference between the two groups. Rather famously—at least among social psychologists—Skitka summarized her result by observing, “It is much easier to get a liberal to behave like a conservative than it is to get a conservative to behave like a liberal.”

Finally—and most surprisingly—there is recent research suggesting that drinking alcohol temporarily causes people to take more conservative policy positions. For better or worse, it probably also helps liberals stop wallowing in uncertainty and act decisively—even if, for liberal men, that usually only means shutting down self-doubt and actually approaching that liberal woman who’s standing across the room.

I’ve saved this study—conducted by the University of Arkansas’s Scott Eidelman and colleagues—for the end of the chapter, because it truly is a classic and my favorite study discussed in this book. It almost starts out like a joke: “A team of psychologists walk into a bar . . .”

Actually, the researchers set up outside the bar—which was only described as being in New England—and flagged down 85 exiting patrons with quite the proposition: Get your blood alcohol tested in exchange for filling out a short questionnaire. It was a political one, of course. And when the scientists collated the results, it turned out that blood alcohol level was associated with the expression of greater conservative opinions, for self-described liberals and conservatives alike. Both appeared to shift to the right.

Why? Much like the Skitka study’s “cognitive load,” alcohol shuts off complex thinking. It’s kind of like dosing yourself with the need for closure. So it’s entirely consistent to find that it led to more conservative expressions of opinion. (So, for that matter, is a recent study finding that liberals drink more alcohol. Perhaps they need to switch the thinking off sometimes, and who could blame them. But of course, Openness and seeking out new experiences would also predict more liberal alcohol and drug use.)

“The assumption,” explains Eidelman, “is that for some forms of liberalism, it’s a corrective response. Under load, you strip away their ability to engage in that effortful correction.” Eidelman believes that when people are simply acting instinctively, without deep contemplation and following quick impulses, there is an inherent conservative bias—toward blaming individuals for their failings rather than looking for more complex causes, toward the status quo rather than change, toward routines versus innovations, and even toward something that already exists rather than something that doesn’t. “We’re suggesting people’s cognitive architecture is more consistent with conservative ideology, because that’s the way brains are built,” Eidelman says.

In this interpretation, alcohol would thus reset liberals to a more basic and maybe even more natural state. This liberal, at least, often welcomes the opportunity to be conservative for a while. It’s a relief.
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In these three cases of temporary liberal-to-conservative shift, it appears that liberals turn more conservative not because they are swayed intellectually by conservative arguments, but rather because they are impaired—emotionally or cognitively—from engaging in the types of nuanced reasoning processes that make them liberals.

Once again, this suggests that our political differences are about much more than the substantive details of ideology. It suggests they involve our emotions and how we process information—and that liberals do so very differently than conservatives . . . at least when they can.

But if our ideology is grounded in emotional and cognitive functions, then where is it ultimately rooted?

The answer, of course, is the brain. “If you believe the mountains of psychological data, then it should not be too surprising that there are differences between liberals and conservatives at the level of brain structure and function. It is not as if we expected ideology to be located in people’s elbows,” says John Jost.

In the next chapter, then, I will look—very cautiously, for this is a new field and one that is full of uncertainty—at what science is beginning to show about liberal and conservative brains, and at how this research appears to link up closely with the psychology research I’ve already surveyed.
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Chapter Six

Are Conservatives from the Amygdala?

Let’s begin with a tale of two brain regions. The first, the amygdala, is an almond-shaped bunch of neurons located in an evolutionarily older part of the brain, the limbic system. Among other functions, the amygdala has been shown to play a key role in our emotional responses to threats and stimuli that evoke fear.

The second region, the anterior cingulated cortex (ACC), is part of the frontal lobe and shares many links to the prefrontal cortex. It has been shown to be involved in detecting mistakes or errors that we make that require a corrective response—what is sometimes called “conflict monitoring.” This process, in turn, seems to be very important in what scientists refer to as “cognitive control”—switching from automatic responses to more measured, System 2 behaviors.

Now get this: A recent magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) study of 90 University College of London students found that on average, political conservatives had a larger right amygdala, while political liberals had more gray matter located in the ACC. The students’ political beliefs were identified in a fairly standard way: Based on their self-placement on a five point spectrum, which ranged from “very liberal” to “very conservative.” Then the study was repeated in another, smaller group of 28 student subjects. Once again, the finding held.

Before even beginning to tease out the implications of this study—they have probably leapt to mind already—let’s pause for a deep breath.

The study was commissioned by the (liberal) British actor Colin Firth, who did not hold back about his intentions. “I took this on as a fairly frivolous exercise,” Firth explained. “I just decided to find out what was biologically wrong with people who don’t agree with me and see what scientists had to say about it and they actually came up with something.”

Something, yes. But what exactly did they come up with, and prove? We must be careful in interpreting the results of this very new scientific field—often called neuropolitics or political neuroscience—where we find relatively few studies so far, and yet at the same time, mounting evidence that liberals and conservatives do indeed tend to have different brains.
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Different brains: What does that mean? Probably not what most people think when they hear the phrase. So we need some background here. Asserting that liberal and conservative brains differ is meaningless unless we know how much human brains differ in general, from person to person.

The answer is quite a lot, and not just for reasons rooted in genetics. The brain is highly plastic; in the words of political scientist and neuropolitics researcher Darren Schreiber of the University of California-San Diego, we’re “hardwired not to be hardwired.” Each day, we change our brains through new experiences, which form new neural connections. Over a lifetime, then, we all develop different brains.

The brains of musicians, not surprisingly, are highly unique. The brain of someone who has learned to juggle is different from the brain of someone who has not learned to juggle. Surfers have gnarly brains, magicians have tricky brains—and most fascinating, once a person has changed his or her brain by mastering some skill, that brain then responds differently than an unskilled brain when observing someone else perform the activity. That’s why magicians can tell what another magician is up to. That’s why the magician and skeptic James the Amazing Randi is so adept at detecting frauds and tricksters—and why, before him, so was Harry Houdini.

Given that we can all change our brains by living life in a particular way or learning a new skill, it isn’t really too surprising to find that liberals and conservatives have some brain differences. “Being a liberal, and being a conservative, it’s almost a lifestyle, so I would be amazed if there aren’t differences in the brain that are associated with that,” says Marco Iacoboni, another neuropolitics researcher at the University of California-Los Angeles. Remember those liberal and conservative apartments and bedrooms? Remember conservatives liking order and keeping things on schedule? That’s what Iacoboni means by a “lifestyle.”

The real question is thus not whether liberals and conservatives have some brain differences—no big shocker there—but what those differences mean, and how they may influence political behavior and opinions. And here, it would be exceedingly rash to take a single brain imaging study and proclaim that it has forever uncovered the deep electricity behind our ideological divides.

Rather, the true state of political neuroscience is that researchers are finding some consistent results—especially regarding the amygdala and the ACC. But they’re also preaching caution. This is science, not phrenology, but there’s a lot of uncertainty. Still, the evidence so far is certainly consistent with theoretical expectations that are rooted in psychology.

After all, Colin Firth’s study isn’t the first to implicate the amygdala in conservatism, or the ACC in liberalism. And based on the research already discussed in the last three chapters, these are the kinds of brain areas where you might expect liberals and conservatives to differ—which is precisely why neuropolitics researchers have already homed in on them.

So let’s dig into the results further, looking first at conservatives and the amygdala.

In addition to Firth’s study, an intriguing bit of research by a team of scientists at the University of Nebraska at Lincoln and other institutions found that political conservatives—and more particularly, those whose hold tough-on-crime and pro-military views—have a more pronounced startle reflex, measured by eye-blink strength after hearing a sudden loud noise. Furthermore, when shown threatening images—maggots in an open wound, a large spider on a person’s face—these conservatives also showed greater “skin conductance.” Their sweat glands moistened more, making their skin more electrically conductive, an indication of sympathetic nervous system arousal.

These results, of course, are highly consistent with an “amygdala theory” of conservatism. “That’s obviously what’s in the back of people’s minds,” explains University of Nebraska political scientist John Hibbing, one of the study authors. In both tests, conservatives reacted, automatically, as if to defend life and limb from assault. Their ideology was reflected in their physiology. Every human being is built for such rapid-fire defensive reactions—we share our fear system with other animals—and liberals of course undergo the same core response. But in conservatives, it appeared to be stronger.

And still, we’re not finished with the evidence on conservatives and the amygdala. Yet another recent brain scan study, this time conducted by the aforementioned Darren Schreiber of the University of California-San Diego and his colleagues, once again documented this connection, through yet another type of neuroscience test.

In this case, study subjects were asked to perform a risky gambling task. As they watched a screen, it flashed three numbers (20, 40, and 80) for one second apiece in ascending order. Pressing a button while one of the numbers was onscreen meant winning the corresponding amount of money, in cents. But there was a risk: While 20 cents was always a gain, sometimes the numbers 40 and 80 flashed red, which meant losing 40 or 80 cents. Therefore, for each second you held out for more money in the test, you chanced greater rewards, but also greater losses.

Then the researchers simply looked at the study subjects’ voting records. Sure enough, Republicans who took a risk in this task (and won) showed much more amygdala activity—a finding that Schreiber interprets to mean that they were sensing a risk coming from outside of them, perhaps physical in nature. Meanwhile, gambling Democrats activated a region of the cortex called the insula, which suggests that they were monitoring internally how the risk felt. “It’s the difference between feeling your feelings, and reacting to the outside world,” says Schreiber.

All in all, that’s a fair bit of evidence connecting conservatism to the amygdala. Psychological theory, of course, also supports the connection: The whole point of the account of conservatism advanced by Jost and his colleagues is that the ideology appeals to the need to manage threat and uncertainty in our lives, with authoritarians presumably being the most strongly characterized by these needs.

So what’s the drawback?

There are a few qualifiers, at least. Perhaps the leading criticism of studies that link brain activity in a particular region with traits or behavior is the observation that brain regions do many things, not just one. That seriously complicates the notion of pinning any one trait or behavior on any one brain region or structure. Schreiber points out, for instance, that the amygdala does many things other than respond to threat and fear. “The amygdala also lights up for positive emotions, and lights up just as frequently,” he says.

Nevertheless, the amygdala is definitely a fear and threat center, and a central component of our evolutionarily older and emotion-centered brain. It has been called the “heart and soul of the fear system,” processing inputs from different brain regions to structure our life-preserving defensive responses. “If you want to make a really strong association between one emotion and one brain structure, that association between the amygdala and fear holds very well,” says Marco Iacoboni of UCLA. Iacoboni notes that neuroscientists have even been able to study rare cases of bilateral atrophy of the amygdala, and patients with this condition are unable to feel fear, or to recognize it in other people.

And then there are the liberals and the anterior cingulate cortex, or ACC. Its role in the brain is somewhat more complicated, but there is still general scientific consensus that it is involved in error detection and conflict monitoring, and ultimately cognitive control. And Colin Firth’s study isn’t the first to link it to liberalism.

Consider a 2007 work published in Nature Neuroscience, one of the earliest political neuroscience studies. The researchers—John Jost, New York University neuroscientist David Amodio, and several other scientists—hypothesized that liberals have more active ACCs, since after all, they are more flexible and intellectually innovative, and more tolerant of uncertainty. Then they proved as much by having liberals and conservatives perform a classic test for conflict monitoring, of the sort that this brain region is thought to govern.

It’s called a “Go-No Go” task: Study subjects are put in a situation where they are required to quickly tap a keyboard when they see “M” on the screen—and become habituated to doing so. But one fifth of the time, the screen instead flashes a “W,” and respondents have to quickly change their behavior and not tap the keyboard. Liberals performed better at the task—they were less likely to commit a “Doh!” and tap the keyboard at the wrong time—and they also showed more ACC activity when engaging in the corrective response. (This study was subsequently replicated by another research team, studying a Canadian sample, who also linked more brain firing in the task to egalitarianism, and less firing to right-wing authoritarianism.)

It isn’t hard to think of a way to interpret this finding—which, of course, is why the original hypothesis being tested had been generated to begin with. Liberals’ greater ACC activity may indicate their greater cognitive flexibility, and their being more willing to update and change their beliefs or responses based on changing cues or situations.

“Conservatives,” the authors concluded, with typical scientific understatement, “would presumably perform better on tasks in which a more fixed response style is optimal.”
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Such is the political neuroscience evidence so far—and don’t be surprised if more of it rolls in soon. But no matter how much accumulates, or how consistent the results, a central issue will remain. It’s the classic “chicken and egg” problem.

Even if liberals have more gray matter in the ACC, or if this brain region is more active in them, that doesn’t tell us whether being a liberal leads to more growth and development of the ACC, or whether having a bigger or more active ACC makes one a liberal to begin with—or both. The same question goes for conservatives and the amygdala. Meanwhile, even if these brain regions do shape our politics—which seems likely—it’s doubtful they will turn out to be the only ones.

Nevertheless, right now the neuroscience evidence is lining up behind the psychology evidence in a way that makes a fair amount of sense. Remember, most of all, the evidence from the last chapter, showing that liberals who are made to feel fear behave more like conservatives—or, more like authoritarians. It is not exactly a radical stretch to suggest that the amygdala has something to do with this effect.

Everybody has the capacity to feel fear. But recent research suggests those who have greater fear “dispositions”—a trait that’s linked to much more distrust of outsiders, including immigrants and people of different races—tend to be politically conservative. So what if it’s the case that conservatives and authoritarians have a more active amydala in general, and go through life more sensitive to fear and threat? And what if, by contrast, liberals are more prone to “switch on” and “switch off” on this dimension, and only behave like conservative-authoritarians when they’re made afraid as they were after 9/11—when a whole breed of “liberal hawks” emerged who wanted to attack Iraq?

Neither group, in this interpretation, would feel there was anything wrong with their lives or experiences. Yet for each group, life would be lived just a little bit differently, on average—and one consequence of those differences might be our political divisions.

If that’s true, then Irving Kristol’s famous remark that a neoconservative is just “a liberal who has been mugged by reality” would take on quite a new meaning.
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Even assuming that this seemingly “obvious” interpretation of the neuropolitics research is correct, it tells us nothing about what causes our brains to differ in ways that correspond to our politics.

As I’ve said already, your brain could cause you to have a particular political outlook, or your political outlook could cause you to have a particular brain. Or both. And indeed, “both” is very likely the reality of the situation.

We know the brain is highly plastic. So we know that our life experiences, including our political experiences, change it. That side of things is pretty well accounted for, even if we don’t always know which regions respond to which experiences, with which changes.

The thing is, we also know that political views are partly inherited, and explained by genetics. Not fully explained, of course, but the influence of genes on our politics is surprisingly powerful. There’s a persistent body of research suggesting that 40 percent or more of the variability in our political outlooks is ultimately attributable to genetic influences. And this evidence is hard to refute, because it is based on a classic research model for detecting the genetic heritability of traits: twin studies.

So-called “identical” twins share the same DNA, and grow up in the same family environment. Meanwhile, fraternal twins also grow up in the same environment but only share half of their DNA. This leads to the time-honored twin study design. Gather large numbers of identical and fraternal twin pairs, and measure how much members of the two different kinds of pairs diverge on some trait, and you’ll be measuring how strongly genes control it.

Inevitably, for any heritable trait—height, personality, and so on—identical twins have more in common than the fraternal twins. What’s amazing is that politics is such a trait. Indeed, as previously noted, twin studies suggest that genes explain 40 percent or more of the variability in the overall political attitudes we adopt. At the same time, genes seem to account for a much smaller percentage of the variability in one’s political party affiliation, but that’s not necessarily so surprising. Party affiliations shift with generations and time; left-right orientations, not as quickly.

Indeed, twin studies have also been used to show that genes explain a substantial percentage of the variability in personal religiosity or spirituality, church attendance, and especially conservative religiosity or being “born again.” But they don’t predict the specific religion we’ll adopt. Our parents control that: They bring us up “Baptist,” and they bring us up “Republican.”

As with the political neuroscience research, it is very easy to misinterpret the findings of political genetics. Nobody is saying, for instance, that there is an actual “conservative gene” or a “liberal gene,” any more than that there is a “God gene.” Rather, the idea seems to be that genes create basic dispositions or tendencies that in turn produce personalities—which, in turn, predispose us to political outlooks. It’s also possible that the same baseline set of genes may influence our personalities and our political outlooks separately, and these then wind up being aligned because both are influenced by the same genetic factors—kind of like two separate limbs of a puppet being pulled by the same puppeteer. In this view, Openness may not cause liberalism; rather, they would both be influenced by the same set of genes.

But either way, something is being passed on to us that winds up getting expressed as ideology. “It’s almost impossible to deny that there are these consistent pedigrees passed down through families,” says Peter Hatemi, a political scientist and microbiologist at Penn State University who has been at the center of research on the relationship between genetics and politics—a growing field. “The basic state of who we are, that’s inherited.”

It’s important to understand what a statement like this means—and doesn’t mean. Popular misconceptions notwithstanding, it is wrong to think of human traits as being either caused by genes or caused by the environment (upbringing, life experiences, and so on). Take height, for instance. Yes, it has a genetic basis and is strongly inherited. But if you’re malnourished, you’ll stunt your height no matter what kind of basketball star your genes might otherwise have been able to produce. “Nothing is all genes, or all environment,” Hatemi explains.

In fact, the very attempt to pit genes and environment in opposition to one another is nowadays a passé notion in science. We know that genes strongly influence us; we also know that environmental influences, aka our “experiences,” change us and change our brains. And get this: Environmental influences also change our genes, or at least how they are expressed by our bodies, via the production of proteins in individual cells (including individual brain cells). “Epigenetics” is the study of the many factors that modify the way our genes are expressed, even without any changes to the basic DNA code. It’s more about genes “switching off” and “switching on”—in different cells, in different phases of life, and even in response to our own choices and behaviors.

When it comes to political genetics, for instance, some research suggests that while we’re living at home with our parents and growing up, the family environment has a lot of influence on our ideologies—especially during our teenage years. But once we leave the nest, perhaps to attend college, it is suggested that then our genes kick in and start shaping us.

No wonder this area is complicated, and promises to fuel generations of ever-more-sophisticated research.

If genes are influencing our political views, you can rest assured their influence is not going to be manifested through our elbows. It’ll be manifested through our brains. One obvious area to examine will be how our genes influence neurotransmitters like dopamine, which carry chemical messages between our brain cells.

The question then becomes, which genes are involved, and what do they do?

It is very unlikely that we will find a few political genes that explain everything, or even that have very large effects. Rather, with a complicated social behavior like one’s political views, there are probably thousands of regions of the human genome involved, and these are affecting us in different ways—ways that are often triggered by the environment, and that vary over a lifetime.

At this very moment, the search for them is on. Scientists like Hatemi are conducting genome-wide studies to try to find what are called polymorphisms or markers—areas where the human genome varies from individual to individual—that are related to politics. This requires vast studies, with thousands of participants who get their genomes scanned and answer political questionnaires. Eventually, the hope is that markers will be identified that are statistically linked to political opinions—but it will probably turn out to be thousands of them, and it will be very hard to find all of them.

So far, there is at least one “liberal gene” claim. University of California-San Diego political scientist James Fowler and his colleagues have highlighted a gene called DRD4, which seems to be involved in novelty seeking. Technically, the gene codes for a protein receptor that is activated by dopamine, a chemical messenger in the brain. The idea seems to be that a particular variant of this gene (if you have it) plays a role in the trait Openness to Experience, and thus, in liberalism. But here again, there’s a gene-environment interaction: The gene’s contribution to Openness appears to depend on your social life and how many friends you had growing up.

That’s certainly intriguing, but again, we shouldn’t place too much weight on any one gene to explain why people vary in their political outlooks. Consider once again that steadfast analogy—the role of genes in height. Whereas genes appear to explain 40 percent or more of the variability in our ideologies, they explain 80 percent of the variability in height. However, scientists digging through the genome to try to find the “height” regions, over years and years, have only found about 20 percent of the specific DNA strips involved, according to Hatemi. That means sixty percent of the genetic regions involved in height remain unidentified, although we know they’re in the genome . . . somewhere.

Right now, Hatemi continues, less than one percent of politics can be similarly explained. He expects that to gradually change as researchers continue to comb through genomes—and then, the real fun begins. Once regions are identified that are involved in politics, the question will become how their activity affects us: Not just at one point in time, but over a lifetime, in interaction with the environment.

For many scientists, this itself portends a lifetime of exceedingly complicated research. But why do it?

The thrill is to be part of a dramatic new merger of political science, psychology, and biology that ultimately promises to uncover a “science of human nature”—sure to yield fruit, but not necessarily to produce full clarity any time soon. For now, you have to be patient, live in the uncertainty, and thrill in the search.

Any guesses about what personality types will want to be working in this area, or how they are likely to vote?
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On this account of the origins of our politics, it would appear not only that political dispositions travel in families, but so do personalities—and these traits would presumably emerge when we’re quite young.

And, there’s suggestive evidence supporting this notion as well.

It is difficult and expensive to conduct a so-called longitudinal study that looks at the personalities and behaviors of young children, and then follows them until they are grown-ups to see how they identify politically. That kind of lifelong commitment to a scientific study is rare, and even heroic.

But in at least one case, it has been done. And the research, conducted at the University of California at Berkeley beginning in 1969, suggests that the children’s politics had already been set in motion at an early age. Note also that because this study was longitudinal, it is hard to imagine how the researchers could bias it: They didn’t know what was going to happen to the kids they observed. They couldn’t superimpose knowledge they would only gain later on what they saw as they watched three-year-olds play.

That’s what makes the results so stunning. As one part of the Berkeley study, preschoolers were first assessed at ages 3 and 4 for their personalities, and then were asked, much later at age 23, a battery of political questions. That’s how the researchers learned that children who later turned out to be conservatives had been observed as “uncomfortable with uncertainty, as susceptible to a sense of guilt, and as rigidifying when experiencing duress.” The later-life liberals, meanwhile, had been described as children as “autonomous, expressive, and self-reliant.” In other words, wrote the researchers, what centrally separated the future conservative children from the future liberal ones was that the former were seeking to “over-control” their environment, whereas the latter were seeking to “under-control” it.

Order and chaos, yin and yang—right there in the sandbox.
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We’ve come a long way. Not only have we learned about the psychological underpinnings of political ideology—and seen how strong the evidence is that our political views are rooted, at least in part, in personality and psychological needs. We’ve also sought further confirmation of this insight in the 100 billion neurons of the brain (and the 100 trillion connections between them) and the more than 3 billion DNA base pairs that make up the human genome.

Not surprisingly, once you reach these realms, the search becomes vastly more difficult. These are the cutting edge areas of modern biological science, where real revolutions are expected to occur in the 21st century, as our powers of scientific computation steadily increase. No wonder we don’t have all the answers yet from political neuroscience or political genetics.

What’s surprising, in fact, is that we have such suggestive answers at all. “If you had called me four years ago and said, what is your view on whether Republicans and Democrats have different brains, I would have said no,” said the University of California-San Diego’s Darren Schreiber. Now, he sees it differently. It appears that people are partly making their political brains, and partly inheriting them, but the sum total of the process is measurable divergences in brain structure or in brain functioning. The result is that, in looking at those brains, we can already pinpoint consistent differences, between left and right, in key regions.

I’ve said plenty already about the high degree of scientific uncertainty that remains in this field, so I won’t further belabor it. The more I learn about the science—reading the studies and interviewing those who are designing them so I can understand what’s written between the lines of their research papers—the more I grow convinced that it all points in an obvious direction. But at the same time, I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if we don’t yet have the right overarching theory or organizing concept to unite all of the evidence—and if, in the next decade, much of this evidence winds up being reorganized into a different paradigm that nobody has thought up yet.

The evidence will still be there, of course. There’s just too much for it all to be wrong. How it’s all ultimately interpreted, though—that could certainly change. And that’s something that, as good liberals, we have to be ready for.
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In closing this chapter, I think it is necessary to consider what it might mean, in an evolutionary sense, to find that people’s genes and brains vary in a way that leads to different tendencies in politics. If you find evidence that a human trait has a genetic basis, it is natural to inquire why that is—and whether evolution through the process of natural selection might have “put it there.”

Asking about whether evolution “intended” for us to be liberals and conservatives is a lot like asking whether it “intended” for us to be religious and irreligious. In evolutionary terms, what you are actually asking is whether politics (or religion) is an adaptation: a direct product of Darwinian natural selection, one that exists because it increased our ancestors’ chances of surviving until they reproduced. For any trait, there’s always another possibility as well: It could be a by-product, a feature that arose more accidentally, because of other adaptations.

For an example of a trait that is a by-product, consider the redness of our blood. As the renowned Harvard cognitive scientist Steven Pinker explains:

Is there some adaptive advantage to having red blood, maybe as camouflage against autumn leaves? Well, that’s unlikely, and we don’t need any other adaptive explanation, either. The explanation for why our blood is red is that it is adaptive to have a molecule that can carry oxygen, mainly hemoglobin. Hemoglobin happens to be red when it’s oxygenated, so the redness of our blood is a byproduct of the chemistry of carrying oxygen. The color per se was not selected for . . . Random stuff happens in evolution. Certain traits can become fixed through sheer luck of the draw.

When considered in this context, it seems exceedingly unlikely that the evolutionary process had Republicans and Democrats “in mind.” Nor were liberals and conservatives probably part of the endgame. As I’ve noted, the concept of a left-right divide originated in the French Revolution, not much more than 200 years ago. By contrast, Homo sapiens with complex tools, hunting styles, and symbolic art forms originated in Africa about 160,000 years ago.

Evolution did, however, build brains that were capable of intricate social interactions, ingenuity, and creativity—and of course, beliefs and opinions and group identification (including defending the in-group and attacking the out-group). And it did this in a context when life was certainly more difficult, often more brutal and violent, than it was today.

Our political beliefs and differences could thus be a by-product of these more core traits, varying within some natural range and interacting in different combinations in different people. A tendency to be distrustful of outsiders, say, or a tendency to want to try new things. Each, perhaps, comes in a variety of forms or degrees, and we all wind up somewhere on a spectrum—and these tendencies then predispose us to adopt certain political positions.

Political beliefs could also be partly influenced by physical traits that are far more basic to humans, and that were definitely acted on by natural selection.

As an example, consider male strength. In recent intriguing research by a group of evolutionary psychologists led by Aaron Sell of Griffith University, it was found that stronger men (as measured by bicep size, the amount of weigh they could lift at the gym in exercises like arm curls, and other measures) were more likely to show anger, had a greater history of getting into fights, and—politically—were more in favor of the death penalty, military spending, and the Iraq War. Male strength is surely an evolutionary adaptation. But these modern-day political offshoots of male strength would presumably be by-products, and more accidental. There was no such thing as modern large-scale war when we evolved, and there’s no way one man’s individual physical strength could determine the outcome in Iraq. Yet the stronger men in the study supported the Iraq invasion more.

According to Sell and his colleagues, here’s how such a result could come about. If you’re stronger, you “learn”—or at least, your brain calculates—that showing anger works as a negotiating technique (because you intimidate people), and that force works to resolve conflicts in your favor (because you beat up people). This then spills over into your view of the world, including your political views. “People have these intuitive gut feelings about whether or not force works,” says Sell, “and this stems from this evolutionary environment in which physical strength was a good predictor of your ability to survive and use aggression. So our modern minds are still designed that way.”

Not only does this suggest that conservatives could probably beat up liberals, if it ever came to that. It also implies, once again, that our political differences may be a by-product of actual evolutionary adaptations, and one consequence of plopping down evolved human beings in liberal democracies.

Yet despite the many reasons for thinking of politics as an evolutionary by-product, some thinkers—including Everett Young—suggest that evolution may have built us to vary in subtle but important ways because a society fares better when it has both “liberal” and also “conservative” tendencies in it. What would the core tendencies be? Something like maintaining order, versus generating innovation. Protecting and serving, versus creating and challenging. Once again, we’re back to the yin-and-yang view of our politics.

One difficulty with such an account, though, is that our differences today seem highly dysfunctional, rather than functional. And there’s an even deeper problem. This is a group selection theory, one that proposes that natural selection operated at the level of a group of individuals, to make it more fit to survive, rather than operating at the level of the individual or the gene. Such group selection theories have long been viewed skeptically in the field of evolutionary biology, although they have recently undergone a revival.

The truth is that very little is known about why political tendencies are so strongly influenced by our genes, and what evolution might have to say about that. It’s an area where, surely, there will be many insights in the coming years.
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The last four chapters have made it very clear that liberals and conservatives are different, in ways that extend far beyond explicit ideology. And these differences are highly pertinent to my analysis of why it is that we have such a war over the facts in the U.S.—and why one side, the liberal side, is usually right.

But the background against which all of this plays out is hardly a static one, either in the United States or anywhere else in the world. American politics in particular have changed dramatically over the last 40 years, and it would be stunning if this had no impact on the dynamics that interest us. Parties have changed, and people have changed parties. New institutions have grown up and the media have been exploded and rebuilt.

These changes surely work in interaction with the basic tendencies I’ve been surveying—tendencies for people to rigorously defend their beliefs, for instance, and for liberals and conservatives to approach the world differently. In other words, if you want to understand why Tea Party followers don’t believe in global warming or the risks of breaching the debt ceiling, studying fundamental liberal-conservative differences will only get you so far. I contend that those differences are an essential part of the story—but still only part of the story.

In the next chapter, then, I will seek to interweave nature and nurture—or psychology and the environment—when it comes to the relationship between liberals, conservatives, science, and facts.

Notes

111 Let’s begin In preparing this chapter I have greatly benefited from many conversations and exchanges with Andrea Kuszewski. Her own take on the matter, “The Cognitive Neuroscience of Liberals and Conservatives,” can be found online at http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/intersection/2011/09/07/your-brain-on-politics-the-cognitive-neuroscience-of-liberals-and-conservatives/.

111 the amygdala Again, see Andrea Kuszewski, “The Cognitive Neuroscience of Liberals and Conservatives,” online at http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/intersection/2011/09/07/your-brain-on-politics-the-cognitive-neuroscience-of-liberals-and-conservatives/.

111 “conflict monitoring” Matthew M. Botvinik et al, “Conflict Monitoring and Cognitive Control,” Psychological Review, 2001, Vol. 108, No. 3, pp. 624–652. See also Matthew M. Botvinick et al, “Conflict Monitoring and Anterior Cingulate Cortex: An Update,” Trends in Cognitive Sciences, Volume 8, Issue 12, 539–546, 1 December 2004.

111 a recent magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) study Kanai et al, “Political Orientations are Correlated with Brain Structure in Young Adults,” Current Biology, 21, 1–4, April 26, 2011.

112 “I took this on as a fairly frivolous exercise” Quoted in Joe Churcher, “Brain shape ‘shows political allegiance,’” The Independent, December 28, 2010.

112 “hardwired not to be hardwired” Interview with Darren Schreiber, July 28, 2011.

112 brains of musicians Tom Jacobs, “The Musician’s Brain,” Miller-McCune, March 17, 2008. Available online at http://www.miller-mccune.com/science-environment/the-musician-s-brain-4698/.

112 that brain then responds differently than an unskilled brain See Darren Schreiber, “From SCAN to Neuropolitics,” in Man is By Nature a Political Animal, edited by P. K. Hatemi and R. McDermott. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011. Also online at http://dmschreiber.ucsd.edu/Publications/FromSCANtoNeuropolitics.pdf.

113 “it’s almost a lifestyle” Interview with Marco Iacoboni, May 31, 2011.

113 a more pronounced startle reflex Douglas R. Oxley et al, “Political Attitudes Vary With Physiological Traits,” Science, September 19, 2008, Vol. 321, No. 5896, pp. 1667–1670.

114 “That’s obviously what’s in the back of people’s minds” Interview with John Hibbing, September 9, 2011.

114 a risky gambling task Darren Schreiber et al, “Red Brain, Blue Brain: Evaluative Processes Differ in Democrats and Republicans,” working paper available online at http://dmschreiber.ucsd.edu/Publications/RedBrainBlueBrain.pdf.

114 “reacting to the outside world” Interview with Darren Schreiber, July 28, 2011.

115 “the amygdala also lights up for positive emotions” Interview with Darren Schreiber, July 28, 2011.

115 definitely a fear and threat center As Joseph LeDoux puts it, “the amygdala seems to do the same thing—take care of fear responses—in all species that have an amygdala. This is not the only function of the amygdala, but it is certainly an important one. The function seems to have been established eons ago, probably at least since the dinosaurs ruled the earth, and to have been maintained through diverse branches of evolutionary development. Defense against danger is perhaps an organism’s number one priority and it appears that in the major groups of vertebrate animals that have been studied (reptiles, birds, and mammals), the brain performs this function using a common architectural plan . . . When it comes to detecting and responding to danger, the brain just hasn’t changed much. In some ways we are emotional lizards.” The Emotional Brain, New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996, p. 174.

115 “heart and soul of the fear system” LeDoux, The Emotional Brain, p. 172.

115 “that association between the amygdala and fear holds very well” Interview with Marco Iacoboni, May 31, 2011.

115 there is still general scientific consensus that it is involved in error detection and conflict monitoring Interview with Marco Iacoboni, May 31, 2011. See also Matthew M. Botvinik et al, “Conflict Monitoring and Cognitive Control,” Psychological Review, 2001, Vol. 108, No. 3, pp. 624–652.

115 a “Go-No Go” task David M. Amodio et al, “Neurocognitive correlates of liberalism and conservatism,” Nature Neuroscience, September 9, 2007.

116 This study was subsequently replicated David Amodio, email communication, November 8, 2011. The study in question appears to be only available online as a scientific poster. It is Meghan J. Weissflog et al, “Sociopolitical Ideology and Electrocortical Responses,” Poster presented at the 50th Annual Meeting for the Society for Psychophysiological Research, Portland, OR, September 2010. See: http://www.brocku.ca/psychology/people/Weissflog%20SPR%20poster%20Sept23%202010.pdf.

116 “fear dispositions” Peter K. Hatemi et al, “Fear Dispositions, Attachment, and Out-Group Political Preferences,” paper presented at the International Society of Political Psychology, Dublin, 2009.

117 ultimately attributable to genetic influences A number of scientific papers have now been published using twin studies to estimate the heritability of political ideology. And while they reach different estimates about the degree to which the variability in political outlooks can be explained by genes (in different populations), in all cases the estimate is substantial. For one classic paper, see Alford JR, Funk CL, Hibbing JR. 2005. “Are political orientations genetically transmitted?” American Political Science Review, Vol. 99, No. 2, May 2005:153–67. For further elaboration see John R. Alford et al, “Beyond Liberals and Conservatives to Political Genotypes and Phenotypes,” Perspectives on Politics, Volume 6, Issue 02, Jun 2008, pp. 321–328. I have also been influenced by a number of published and unpublished papers on the same subject by Peter K. Hatemi.

118 a much smaller percentage of the variability in one’s political party affiliation Peter K. Hatemi et al, “Is There a Party in Your Genes?” Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 62, No. 3, September 2009, p. 584–600.

118 being “born again” Matthew Bradshaw and Christopher G. Ellison, “Do Genetic Factors Influence Religious Life? Findings from a Behavior Genetic Analysis of Twin Studies,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 2008, Vol. 47, No. 4, pp. 529–544.

118 Openness may not cause liberalism Verhulst, B, Eaves, LJ, and PK Hatemi, “Causation or Correlation? The Relationship between Personality Traits and Political Ideologies,” American Journal of Political Science (forthcoming).

118 “The basic state of who we are, that’s inherited” Interview with Peter Hatemi, June 22, 2011. All quotes from Hatemi in this chapter are from the same interview.

119 once we leave the nest Peter K. Hatemi et al, “Genetic and Environmental Transmissions of Political Attitudes Over a Life Time,” The Journal of Politics, Vol. 71, No. 3, July 2009, pp. 1141–1156.

120 polymorphisms or markers . . . that are related to politics Peter K Hatemi et al, “A Genome-Wide Analysis of Liberal and Conservative Political Attitudes,” The Journal of Politics, Vol. 73, No. 1, January 2011, pp. 1–15.

120 DRD4 Jaime E. Settle et al, “Friendships Moderate an Association Between a Dopamine Gene Variant and Political Ideology,” Journal of Politics, Vol. 72, No. 4, October 2010, p. 1189–1198.

121 “science of human nature” See James H. Fowler and Darren Schreiber, “Biology, Politics, and the Emerging Science of Human Nature,” Science, Vol. 322, November 7, 2008.

121 what centrally separated the future conservative children from the future liberal ones Block, J., & Block, J. H., “Nursery school personality and political orientation two decades later,” Journal of Research in Personality, Vol 40(5), Oct 2006, 734–749. Available online at http://www.berkeley.edu/news/media/releases/2006/03/block.pdf.

122 100 trillion connections Carl Zimmer, “100 Trillion Connections: New Efforts to Probe and Map the Brain’s Detailed Architecture,” Scientific American, December 29, 2010.

122 “If you had called me four years ago” Interview with Darren Schreiber, July 28, 2011.

123 “Random stuff happens in evolution” Steven Pinker, “The Evolutionary Psychology of Religion,” lecture to the Freedom from Religion Foundation, October 29, 2004. Available online at http://www.ucs.louisiana.edu/~ras2777/relpol/pinker.htm.

124 Homo sapiens “Homo sapiens,” Institute on Human Origins, available online at http://www.becominghuman.org/node/homo-sapiens-0.

124 male strength Aaron Sell et al, “Formidability and the logic of human anger,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, September 1, 2009, Vol. 106, no. 35, 15073–15078.

125 “intuitive gut feelings about whether or not force works” Interview with Aaron Sell, August 12, 2011.

125 a society fares better when it has both “liberal” and “conservative” tendencies in it Everett Young, “Why We’re Liberal, Why We’re Conservative: A Cognitive Theory on the Origins of Ideological Thinking,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Stony Brook University, December 2009.

125 group selection David Sloan Wilson and Edward O. Wilson, “Evolution ‘for the Good of the Group,’” American Scientist, Vol. 96, September-October 2008, available online at http://evolution.binghamton.edu/dswilson/wp-content/uploads/2010/12/American-Scientist.pdf.





Part Three

Enter the “Environment”: Turning Against Change





Chapter Seven

A Tale of Two Republicans

In March of 2011, it was Kerry Emanuel’s turn to do what so many of his colleagues have done before: defend their knowledge and expertise against congressional Republicans.

Emanuel is a meteorologist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, an expert not only on global warming but on hurricanes. In the 1990s, he coined the term “hypercane” to describe a theoretical storm that, according to his equations, could have occurred in the wake of the asteroid impact that killed off the dinosaurs. But as the sole Democrat-invited witness before the House Committee on Science—the GOP majority had five of them, one a marketing professor who testified that “global warming alarm is an anti-scientific political movement”—Emanuel’s task was more like climate science 101. He merely had to stand up for what MIT teaches its students.

As Emanuel explained in his written testimony, today’s MIT atmospheric sciences students can do “hand calculations or use simple models” to show why global warming is a serious concern. Such calculations show that the planet will warm somewhere between 2.7 and 8.1 degrees Fahrenheit if we allow carbon dioxide concentrations in the atmosphere to double. It’s a result, Emanuel observed, that scientists have understood at least since 1979, when the U.S. National Academy of Sciences released the first in what are now shelves of studies on the subject. You don’t get an atmospheric sciences degree at MIT—with a climate focus, anyway—if you can’t show on the back of an envelope what much of Congress now calls into question.

If Emanuel’s testimony was at times cutting, it was also impassioned. Addressing the alleged “ClimateGate” scandal—which he’d served on a British Royal Society committee to investigate—Emanuel noted that “there is no evidence for an intent to deceive” on the part of climate researchers. He continued, his voice rising: “Efforts by some to leverage this into a sweeping condemnation of a whole scholarly endeavor should be seen for what they are.”

All of which is what you’d expect to hear from a frustrated climate scientist these days—except, Emanuel is a proud, lifelong Republican. Or at least he was until recently, when he voted for Barack Obama, the first time he’s ever backed a Democrat. In 2008, Emanuel says, he was a “single issue” voter concerned about science and climate change. “I don’t like it when ideology trumps reason, and I see that the Republicans are guilty of that in spades at the moment,” he says.

“I’ve been toying with the idea of officially switching to Independent status,” he adds.
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How does a personal political shift like this one come about? Let’s hear the rest of Kerry Emanuel’s conversion story, because it says a great deal about the transformation of our politics over the past several decades.

In the early 1970s as an undergraduate at MIT, Emanuel recalls feeling surrounded by the “liberal excesses” then prevalent in the “People’s Republic” of Cambridge, Massachusetts. “I remember hearing fellow students defending Pol Pot and Mao Zedong and Stalin, and I was so horrified,” he says.

In the context of the era, reacting against such left-wing extremes made Emanuel a Republican. In particular, he was an admirer of the thoughtfulness and eloquence of William F. Buckley, Jr., a genteel conservative leader who had worked hard to make the movement more mainstream by, in Emanuel’s words, “ejecting the crazies”—like members of the John Birch Society. In 1962, Buckley had described Birch Society founder Robert Welch as a “likeable, honest, courageous, energetic man”—but one whom “by silliness and injustice of utterance” had become “the kiss of death” for conservatives.

“So by the time the 1980s rolled around,” Emanuel continues, conservatism “was kind of respectable. There weren’t nutcases, people were reasonable and civilized, and it was a coherent philosophy that seemed a good way to get around the excesses of the 60s and 70s.” And indeed, while Reagan moved the country significantly to the right, he was also considerably more politically pragmatic and compromising than much of the GOP today. For instance, Reagan supported a global environmental treaty, the Montreal Protocol, to curtail emissions of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), which at that time posed an enormous threat to the stratosphere’s protective ozone layer. It’s hard to imagine the Tea Party going along with such a thing.

But the GOP moved farther to the right in subsequent years, from the Gingrich Revolution of 1994, to the George W. Bush presidency, to the 2010 election—and today, Emanuel perceives the political situation as largely reversed. The extremes, as he sees them, are now to be found not on the left and on campuses, but rather, on the Tea Party right. By comparison, the Democrats these days are a bunch of centrists and pragmatists. Thus, Emanuel—who really, it appears, was always a moderate—finds not so much that he has moved but that his party did.

“Psychologically, I associate it with the death of William F. Buckley,” he says. “I’m turned off by those people for exactly the same reasons I was turned off by the ideologues of the 1970s.”
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As Emanuel’s story indicates, while psychological factors clearly play a role in explaining the difference between the left and the right today—and while we can perhaps see such factors in Emanuel’s own resistance to extremism (which lacks nuance) and in his contrasting of “reason” with “ideology” (Enlightenment values)—they cannot provide a full account on their own. Psychology interacts with our political culture, with personal history and experience, with contingent historical events, and much else.

Someone with the same personality and psychological needs will have different political views in the modern U.S. than during the Russian Revolution of 1917. And if one is living in a totalitarian society where a range of political views aren’t on offer or can’t be expressed, then a psychologically congenial and appealing ideology may not even be available to you. Similarly, if cultural and political contexts change enough within the same society, someone like Kerry Emanuel can change political parties.

So in no sense am I arguing that it’s all “nature”—that psychology and personality can account, on their own, for all of our political identities and all of our rifts, across individuals and time periods. After all, such factors alone clearly cannot explain Kerry Emanuel. He was a Republican in one political context but not in another. There’s no gene for that.

A more reasonable account, of the sort that this book seeks to advance, would map political and societal changes on top of more deeply rooted psychological tendencies in the population.

Consider a helpful analogy put forward by political scientist James Fowler of the University of California, San Diego: Think about baking a cake. The cake’s core “nature” lies in its basic ingredients—flour, eggs, sugar, and so on. These vary, to some extent, based on the recipe and how well you follow it—which would be analogous to people’s different natures or genotypes. But then there’s everything that happens once you put the cake into the oven of experience or nurture—and here, you’ll see very different outcomes depending on the temperature, how long the cake is cooked, and what kind of oven is used.

On this account, then, we’d have a range of basic tendencies or dispositions in the population—cakes with different ingredients—even as shifting political winds, contingent events, technological changes, and so on would provide the metaphorical “oven.” And it was in the oven of growing conservative attacks on scientific knowledge that someone like Kerry Emanuel veered from Republicanism. (He’s hardly the only thinker to do so, and I’ll soon introduce two others, David Frum and Bruce Bartlett.)

My challenge in this chapter and the next, then, will be to provide a historically accurate, and yet also psychologically informed account of the rightward shift of U.S. politics—the shift that turned Kerry Emanuel into an Obama voter—and the partisan gulf over reality and expertise that resulted. I will have to merge both nature and nurture in order to fully capture the influence of a world-changing movement—modern American conservatism.

At the outset, it’s important to recall once again the existence of a rival account—one in very widespread popular circulation. Call it the “environmental” story. This narrative assumes, either implicitly or explicitly, that the core psychological differences between us either don’t exist, or aren’t significant enough to really have any meaningful influence—at least not in comparison to the overwhelming power of the “oven.” It’s the sort of account you might find in a typical historian’s narrative of the rise of the American right, of which there are many. But it’s a storyline I’ll continue to resist. There is too much scientific evidence suggesting that, whatever the environment, nature still shines through as well.

Why resist the strictly “environmental” account? To show as much, let’s examine the conservative revolution in the United States, this time as glimpsed through the story of a Republican who couldn’t be more different from Kerry Emanuel—indeed, precisely the kind of conservative who is pushing people like Emanuel out of the Republican Party. I’ve chosen her because she’s the mother of the consummate create-your-own-reality conservative whose example I used to begin this book—Conservapedia founder Andrew Schlafly. I’m referring to the anti-feminist and Christian conservative activist Phyllis Schlafly—the woman to whom feminist leader Betty Friedan famously declared, “I’d like to burn you at the stake!”

Through Schlafly’s story—the account that follows is based on a recent, excellent biography by historian Donald T. Critchlow—we’ll encounter the political rise of the “New Right” and, at the same time, its underlying psychological tendencies—authoritarian, hierarchical, traditionalist, and deeply dedicated to its own version of what counts as the truth.
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Schlafly, née Phyllis Stewart, was born to a Catholic St. Louis family in 1924. The Stewarts educated their daughters as well as their sons, and Phyllis excelled—attending Washington University and graduating in just three years, Phi Beta Kappa. Before long, she was off to Radcliffe College—which meant studying at Harvard—for a fellowship. Just a year later she had her Master’s, having earned all A’s. Phyllis Schlafly is a highly educated and very intelligent woman—one who denies the reality of human evolution.

Schlafly had always been a Republican—the GOP was the party of her family—but she didn’t become a conservative until she took a job in Washington, D.C., at the foundational conservative think tank, the American Enterprise Association (later the American Enterprise Institute) in 1945. The organization had been launched just two years earlier by Lewis H. Brown, president of the Johns Manville Corporation and a New Deal critic. Working as a researcher at the AEA, Schlafly encountered real conservative writers like Friedrich von Hayek, and something was activated. It was like a switch was thrown. “Her religious faith, now combined with a well formed conservative ideology, created a formidable political outlook,” writes her biographer, Critchlow.

Schlafly returned to St. Louis, married, and became very politically active. At the time, as a grassroots conservative, that chiefly meant being a fervent anti-communist. For our story, two interrelated aspects of this movement are noteworthy: Its Manichean worldview—which viewed the Soviet Union as a truly evil empire, with which there could be no compromise—and its distrust of the “eastern elites” of both parties who were perceived as too wishy-washy and weak-kneed when faced with such a threat.

Grassroots anti-communism was also suffused with strong religiosity and nationalism. Or as Schlafly put it in a 1960 speech before the Illinois chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution, where she sought to mobilize Christian women to support the cause—and used language notable for its black-and-white reasoning style to do so:

God told Abraham that the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah would be spared from His wrath if only ten just men could be found in each city. Fire and brimstone descended on these cities when ten could not be found. Our Republic can be saved from the fires of Communism which have already destroyed or enslaved many Christian cities, if we can find ten patriotic women in each community.

For Schlafly, there was true evil and true good in the world, and you had to pick sides. It was, she wrote, “Total War . . . a war to the death—our death if we don’t win it.”

Throughout the 1960s and early 1970s, Schlafly grew in political influence as she organized the grassroots (chiefly Christian women) in an attempt to push the Republican Party to the right and unseat its moderate Eastern establishment—epitomized by liberal Republicans like Dwight Eisenhower and Nelson Rockefeller. For at that time—and for reasons that I will examine shortly—mainline Republicanism was much more moderate, and also remarkably more pro-science, than it is today. Eisenhower, a former university president, appointed the first official presidential science adviser and convened the distinguished President’s Science Advisory Committee (PSAC). He even spoke fondly of “my scientists” later in his life.

But to someone like Schlafly, these were the elites, the “kingmakers,” and they were far too wimpy in the face of mortal threat. As her influence grew, Schlafly wrote several wildly popular books, channeling conservative populist outrage and defending ultra-hawkish policies towards the Soviet Union. She played a prominent role in advancing Barry Goldwater’s 1964 presidential campaign, which failed but also rallied conservatives. All the while, she tirelessly trained conservative activists to learn the arguments of their opponents and know how to rebut them, providing them with recommendations of sympathetic books to read and later keeping them up to speed through her widely read newsletter, the Phyllis Schlafly Report. She worked to activate their latent ideologies, just as her own had been activated while working at the American Enterprise Association.

Throughout this period, Schlafly focused her energies on foreign policy and defense issues. She was the most strident of hawks, always wanting tougher anti-Soviet policies and stronger defenses, including more nuclear weapons. But in 1972, her focus changed—fatefully—to social issues. Almost accidentally at first, she got involved in the campaign against the Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution, which had already passed Congress easily and awaited ratification by the states.

At the time both parties in Washington supported this measure—a simple, blanket ban on any infringement upon the “equality of rights” due to a person’s sex. The Amendment passed both houses of Congress with overwhelming bipartisan support and was to be the crowning egalitarian achievement of a newly triumphant feminist movement.

Instead, the ERA sparked a stunning populist and traditionalist backlash led by Schlafly. It was a backlash that, in combination with similar reactions against Roe v. Wade and the Supreme Court’s new restrictions on school prayer, changed America forever.

How could anyone oppose more equality for women? That’s what liberals and feminists couldn’t get their heads around. Yet Schlafly certainly had a reason: She was reacting against the change that had now begun to split American society. She felt a need to preserve the traditional unit of the family—which, she argued, is the “basic unit of society, which is ingrained in the laws and customs of our Judeo-Christian civilization [and] is the greatest single achievement in the history of women’s rights.” ERA opponents believed in a traditional, husband-centered family based literally on the Bible. They were authoritarians, they were traditionalists, and they were hierarchs. At STOP ERA rallies, Schlafly would approach the podium with the perfect joke: “First of all, I want to thank my husband Fred, for letting me come—I always like to say that, because it makes the libs so mad!”

This was nothing if not the consummate culture war issue. ERA opponents were overwhelmingly religious, while less than half of ERA supporters attended church. The battle was thus deeply polarizing and divisive. But what was new was how Schlafly tapped into the emotions of Christian conservatives who weren’t used to engaging in politics. As she put it to U.S. News and World Report: “We saw an attack on marriage, the family, the homemaker, the role of motherhood, the whole concept of different roles for men and women. What we did was take these cultural issues and bring into the conservative movement people who had been stuck in the pews. We taught ’em politics.” As always, that meant teaching them lobbying, public speaking, knowing the other side’s arguments and countering them.

What’s notable in retrospect is just how badly the feminist supporters of the ERA underestimated Schlafly. The pro-ERA forces were much better funded, but also were divided and remarkably undisciplined, in a classically liberal way: The National Organization for Women regularly linked the ERA issue with abortion and gay rights, playing right into the hands of cultural traditionalists. At one point, Schlafly paid with her own money to reprint a National Organization for Women booklet, entitled Revolution: Tomorrow Is NOW. She knew nothing would inflame her own followers more than the feminists in their own words.

Nor did many feminists understand Schlafly’s perspective. As one put it, “Nobody who is a good American is against equality.” Misguided explanations of Schlafly’s motives even went so far as incorrectly tying her group, STOP ERA, to the Ku Klux Klan. Sometimes the frustration boiled over into true extremes, including threats of violence. Not only did Betty Friedan say she wanted to burn Schlafly “at the stake.” Another feminist declared, “I just don’t see why some people don’t hit Phyllis Schlafly in the mouth.” The author Harlan Ellison, an ERA supporter, said on television that “if Phyllis Schlafly walked into the headlights of my car, I would knock her into the next time zone.”

The ERA died—ratification was blocked by Schlafly’s activists in several critical states. During it all, Schlafly, at age 51, managed to find the time to go back to Washington University and get a law degree, passing with flying colors and winning a prize for “best student” in Administrative Law. More than three decades later in 2008, when the school awarded her an honorary degree, students and professors protested the recognition of a woman they said had thwarted so much progress toward equality. Hundreds turned their backs at commencement when she rose for her award.

“I’m not sure they’re mature enough to graduate,” Schlafly quipped.
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Today, Schlafly’s Eagle Forum pushes a Christian Right agenda—and an anti-science one—across America. “Much of what is taught as evolution in the schools is not falsifiable at all and thus cannot truly be called science,” wrote Schlafly in her report in March 2001.

And thus our bridge is built, a span connecting grassroots conservative activism to the modern day conservative denial of reality.

Schlafly’s story is just one thread in the tapestry of the American conservative revolution. But it tells you a great deal about the emergence of the right and why it became so successful. It was Manichean. It was emotional. It was highly organized and singular in purpose. And it was dramatically misunderstood by liberals.

Consider what Schlafly taught her female Christian followers about public presentation skills. She told them what makeup to wear, which colors showed up well on TV, and—stunningly—“how to be poised and smile when attacked.” Were her liberal opponents really smarter than Schlafly, in any meaningful sense of the term? Given the story I’ve just told of how she bested them, that’s pretty debatable.

Schlafly’s story also helps us begin to see how the rise of the right, and its rejection of scientific and factual realities, are closely intertwined. Right-wing rebels against social and cultural change, like Schlafly, regularly attacked eastern “elites” and university professors—or as Spiro Agnew put it, that “effete corps of impudent snobs who characterize themselves as intellectuals.” This anti-intellectual populism was a consistent theme throughout the “New Right” revolution, and particularly prominent with the campus conservative group Young Americans For Freedom. But it wasn’t just about attacking intellectuals. Conservatives also trained their own activists to argue back against them—about policy, about science, about whatever else needed arguing.

Understanding motivated reasoning, we can see that this had little to do with the truth, and everything with belief affirmation and ideological activation. Schlafly wasn’t just trying to get the U.S. to build more nukes to battle the Soviets. She herself was handing out intellectual armaments to her followers.

Here it becomes important to draw a key distinction between conservative elites, like Schalfly, and the conservative base. As a movement leader and a conservative author and intellectual, Schlafly adopted a populist and an us-versus-them style and tone—as did many conservative elites. In the same era, observes the New York Times Book Review editor Sam Tanenhaus, other conservative thinkers were denouncing the “liberal establishment,” in the words of William F. Buckley, Jr., and the “new class” (in the words of Irving Kristol). They were constructing a Manichean dynamic, either because they really believed in the importance of doing so and it felt natural to them, or because they saw its strategic value.

These elites controlled the top-down side of conservatism, the message. Members of the conservative base then consumed claims and information that resonated for them, emotionally and psychologically. The base was whipped up, told it had an enemy, and responded accordingly.

In some cases, members of the conservative base probably responded in this way because they’d received large amounts of carefully framed political information—like Schlafly’s books and newsletters. These helped create more political expertise and sophistication among conservative activists, changing their brains in a way that allowed them to better connect these ideas with their core values—setting the stage for emotional and motivated reasoning on behalf of conservative goals. The process here would be a kind of authoritarian activation.

Some members of the base, though, were then and will always remain low-information voters. They simply consumed the rhetoric and it resonated for them, even if they never developed much political sophistication or the ability to defend their beliefs in great detail.

So both groups, the elite and the base, were central to the growth of conservatism. And the actions of both reflect psychological factors, albeit sometimes in different ways.
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I will explore further in a moment how the right created its own intellectual infrastructure, another key development in the “oven” of U.S. politics that dramatically amplified our divide over reality and the facts, as more and more conservative elites took up the task of generating ideological content for the base. But first, there’s a question lingering in the background of this account that must be tackled directly.

It’s clear that the rise of the New Right was characterized by strong psychological elements of conservatism (and authoritarianism), as epitomized by Schlafly. But what’s less clear is why the establishment Republican Party—which the New Right eventually either overthrew, or successfully occupied, depending upon your interpretation—did not contain these elements already, or cater to them adequately, such that a conservative “revolution” became necessary.

After all, presumably they were always present in America in some form. So why were the 1960s and 1970s the era that unleashed them upon mainstream politics—leading to a transformation of the Republican Party into something much more sharply conservative, and a much more dramatic and polarized split between the two parties over cultural and moral issues?

For our purposes, the most convincing explanation of this occurrence is found in the book Authoritarianism and Polarization in American Politics, by the political scientists Marc Hetherington and Jonathan Weiler. It’s precisely the kind of account I’m seeking, because it melds together political history with underlying psychological dynamics, and uses a wealth of social science data in order to do so. Hetherington and Weiler argue that coming out of the New Deal in the U.S., the political parties were not actually very much divided over the kind of issues that tend to rile up authoritarians (race, foreign threats, women’s and gay rights, immigration, being tough on crime and supporting harsh punishments, and so on). So in effect, we had a period in the United States where the left and the right, relatively speaking, were not fully split by the psychological dynamics that we’ve come to expect, based on the research of Jost and his colleagues.

To be sure, the parties were generally characterized by basic left-right tendencies. These were clearly present, for instance, in the battle over the New Deal. But there were also many, many cultural traditionalists within the ranks of the Democratic Party.

Starting in the 1960s and 1970s, however, the kinds of issues that motivate authoritarians—racial difference, religion in public life, the death penalty, abortion—came to the fore. And here again, decisions made by conservative political elites were crucial. The U.S. Republican Party, standing in the opposition and the minority, launched a campaign to pick off these voters (sometimes called the Southern Democrats, though of course not all of them were Southern) and pull them into the GOP column by exploiting precisely these types of divisive and polarizing topics. This was the famous “Southern Strategy” hatched by Richard Nixon’s consultants. The ploy was, by any measure, a stunning political success, and built a much stronger allegiance between those natural allies—economic and social conservatives—within the GOP.

And here we are living in a political world, decades later, where this shift has dramatically defined the difference between the parties.

The consequence is that authoritarianism is now very unequally distributed in American politics. According to Hetherington’s and Weiler’s data, it is increasingly clustered in the GOP. So we find ourselves with a much more traditional breed of left-right politics than we once had, and a society strongly polarized along ideological lines.
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Phyllis Schalfly played a central role in training her conservative Christian flock in politics, in how to make an argument, and in how to defend their own. But she wasn’t the only one doing so.

This same thing was happening across the political right, in reaction not only to social and cultural change, but also to a new political atmosphere in which corporations and business leaders (the economic right) feared an overactive government “regulatory state” interfering in their affairs and the free market. They too wanted to block change, albeit change of a different type.

In 1971, the conservative attorney—and later Supreme Court Justice—Lewis Powell wrote a famous letter to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, decrying the lopsidedness of liberalism in “the college campus, the pulpit, the media, the intellectual and literary journals, [and] the arts and sciences.” Business leaders, he argued, should fund intellectual institutions of their own that could argue back against liberal intellectual dominance and defend capitalism. And that’s precisely what happened.

Beginning in the 1970s, Republicans and conservatives forged a fleet of think tanks, like the Heritage Foundation and the Cato Institute, whose clear task was to hit back against liberal expertise and frame conservative policies in an intellectually persuasive way. Indeed, writes Columbia historian Mark Lilla, many conservative elites in the 1970s and 1980s began to operate as “counterintellectuals,” consciously dedicated to fighting back against the “intellectuals” as a class. In some cases, Lilla continues, they became “counterintellectuals without ever having been intellectuals—a unique American phenomenon.”

The influence of this trend has been dramatic. In 1950, the American cultural critic Lionel Trilling wrote that “in the United States at this time liberalism is not only the dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition. For it is the plain fact that nowadays there are no conservative or reactionary ideas in general circulation.” Sixty years later, conservative ideas are everywhere, as are intelligent and talented conservative experts and elites who make careers out of advancing them—engaging in increasingly sophisticated and convincing forms of politically motivated reasoning, and in effect, helping conservatives to construct their own reality.

Conservatives are not, however, dominant in academia. For even as the New Right emerged and created its sources of counter-expertise, academia itself shifted further to the left, and advanced degrees overall became more concentrated among Democrats and liberals.

Dwight Eisenhower was a remarkably pro-science president. There were also many Republican professors, and Republican scientists, in the academe of the 1950s and 1960s.

But more and more, that has changed. In part, this is surely the consequence of constant conservative attacks on universities and intellectuals, going back to Buckley’s God and Man at Yale. These would have cemented the idea that liberals hang out on the campuses and read Sartre, while conservatives go into the business world. Due to the importance of the Open personality in generating new research and ideas, we can probably assume that academia will always be a liberal-leaning haven. But U.S. cultural and political change, including right-wing attacks on intellectuals and facts alike, has clearly helped make matters much more lopsided.

Today, then, we find the parties vastly divided over expertise—with much more of it residing among liberals and Democrats, and with liberals and Democrats increasingly aligned with the views of scientists and scholars. I’ve already shown that most college professors today are Democrats, as are most scientists. Indeed, according to the aforementioned body of research by the University of British Columbia’s Neil Gross, American professors have been drifting steadily to the left since the late 1960s.

Something similar appears to be happening with advanced degrees in general. Gross and his fellow researchers find that nearly 15 percent of U.S. liberals now hold one, more than double the percentage that did in the 1970s. The percentage of moderates and conservatives with advanced degrees has also increased, but lags far behind the saturation levels of expertise among liberals. In fact, conservatives are about where liberals were back in the 1970s. As a result, Gross and his colleagues write, “more so than ever before the highly educated comprise a key constituency for American liberalism and the Democratic Party, one that may have surpassed a crucial threshold level in size.”

But while Democrats may have considerably more experts in their ranks today than Republicans, Republicans have more total experts than they used to as well, many of them hanging out at think tanks. The whole society has more experts, thanks to the expansion of higher education generally, as well as the growth of a conservative ideas infrastructure to rival academia.

And these conservative experts and elites are not giving in. They’re carrying on the tradition of counterexpertise in as many disciplines as they can, with dedication and with purpose. For every PhD, there’s an equal and opposite PhD—or so it can often be made to appear.

To be sure, in many of these battles conservative experts don’t really end up faring very well. Sniping at climate science from a few D.C. institutes, citing a few sympathetic scientists, may turn friendly ears in Congress, but it does nothing to seriously undermine the conclusions and legitimacy of virtually every scientific society that can claim expertise in the subject, or the national academies of nations around the world.

For a truly amusing example of the current left-right expertise imbalance, consider something called “Project Steve.” This is a clever ploy by the pro-evolution National Center for Science Education (NCSE) to undermine conservative sign-on letters boasting large numbers of experts who question the theory of evolution. Project Steve goes one better—it finds scientists whose names are “Steve” who support evolution. To date, over a thousand Steves have signed on. And, as the NCSE boasts, Steves are only about 1 percent of scientists.

That’s a staggering expertise balance. And it’s important to appreciate how the average conservative thinker—who knows that he or she is smart and competent—must feel when staring it down.

David Frum, the apostate Republican and former George W. Bush speechwriter who has increasingly fallen out with its party as it has turned more and more to the right, stresses the importance of what he calls “conservative self-consciousness of being a minority in the world of ideas.” As he explains:

That’s got a little bit of a connection to the world of conservative religiosity, because if you are an intensely committed Christian and especially an evangelical Christian, you do feel yourself kind of beleaguered in an intellectual world that’s not hospitable to you, and that feeling of isolation and victimization is then spread through the tone and style of the whole conservative world. . . . because of the historic weakness of the conservatives in getting positions in universities, and other tenured positions of intellectual life, they are much more economically dependent on places where their livelihoods are much more volatile and unpredictable, like the think tank world. There’s no tenure at think tanks—which is potentially a good thing, if the think tanks have a strong sense of intellectual integrity in their mission. But if they don’t, it’s potentially a bad thing.

This spoken by a conservative who was cut from his post at the American Enterprise Institute, the premier conservative think tank, after criticizing the Republican strategy on health care reform.

Thus, the growth of conservative think tanks, and the leftward shift of academics and intellectuals, are two more critical factors in the “oven” of our politics that sharply drive our war over expertise and fact today.

For once you have liberal experts squaring off against conservative experts and wielding liberal and conservative “science” and “facts,” motivated reasoning tells you exactly what to expect. As we’ve seen, among the more intelligent, knowledgeable, and sophisticated among us, there are reasons to think the process is even more advanced, not less. Precisely because of their training and ability—their power at selectively constructing arguments—the politically or intellectually sophisticated are better able to justify themselves, and also to convince themselves that they’re right.

Thus, we would expect to see liberal and conservative experts constantly arguing with each other, each sounding reasonable and articulate—and each becoming more convinced they’re right the more they argue and the more they research the issues. As this process plays out, it has numerous pernicious effects. One is that many onlookers to these debates are left confused and frustrated about where reality lies on any contested issue. Another is that partisans on either side wind up with lots of handy arguments to carry into their own belief-affirming and confidence-bolstering intellectual battles.

The result is polarization over the nature of reality itself.
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So we now can see where the “American culture war of fact,” as it has been called, comes from, and why it has had such pernicious effects.

At the same time, we can also see how the modern conservative movement was, simultaneously, a contingent and uniquely American outgrowth, and yet also classically conservative on a psychological level. It was a powerful and emotional reaction against change. It was driven by leaders who were often Manichean in worldview (or at least adopted this style). It took on a religious character, defending hierarchy, when provoked by demands for more egalitarianism.

Most of all, because of the sharpness of the divide that this created—a true battle of deep seated and irreconcilable worldviews—it left the country completely polarized. Not only were Americans strongly divided politically, but they were highly emotional about that divide: inclined to demonize the other side, to clash vigorously and angrily with little or no understanding.

I needn’t do much to document the nature of our present polarization; it has been done extensively. But it includes explicitly tribal behavior based on party affiliation: people straining everything they perceive through a lens of partisanship. It also includes demographic trends, in which conservatives and liberals—those more and less Open to Experience—are changing where they live based on politics, and self-selecting into “blue” and “red” states.

Another crucial example of this polarization, and one with perhaps the greatest consequences for triggering biased reasoning and divergent views of the facts, involves media choices and how we consume information. For nowadays, people have the ability to opt into streams of political information that reinforce their points of view. This phenomenon has grown so dramatic, and is so psychologically important, that it is the subject of my next chapter.

In a sense, you might think of my analysis of media change as an extension of this argument about conservative think tanks and elites, and how they facilitated the creation of an alternative reality on the right. Simply put, the think tanks made motivated reasoning a heck of a lot easier, because they provided evidence, arguments, and “expertise” in support of conservative positions.

But these were largely for other experts, wonks, policymakers, and journalists to consume, not average citizens. Not the conservative base.

Hence the need for conservative media outlets: radio shows, television stations, and ideological web sites. What this means is that changes in communications technology—and economic changes in the media industry—represent another central “oven” factor that helps to explain the current split over reality.

This factor—which allows people to select themselves into ideologically-reinforcing streams of information, and ultimately to construct their own realities—is so powerful that many have argued that it is the cause of the problem we’re tackling. “People don’t believe whatever they want to believe, they believe whatever they can get away with believing,” says University of California-Irvine motivated reasoning researcher Peter Ditto. In a previous era, Ditto remarks, “you might have wanted to believe something, but you turned on Walter Cronkite that night, and he gave you some facts that were different. And now these guys can develop these ideas that are emotionally satisfying and turn to a television station that tells them that that’s true.”

There’s no downplaying the importance of today’s media in polarizing us over the nature of reality. But in the next chapter, I’ll show that there are also psychological factors which interact with our media choices and drive our desire to be selective about them. Once again, it’s nature and nurture, cake and oven, combined.

And once again, I will present evidence suggesting that overall, conservatives will react differently in this wild new media context than liberals.
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Chapter Eight

The Science of Fox News

In June 2011, Jon Stewart went on air with Fox News’s Chris Wallace and started a major media controversy over the channel’s misinforming of its viewers. Sadly, the outcome only served to demonstrate how poorly our political culture handles the problem of systemic right-wing misinformation, and how much it ignores the root dynamics behind its existence.

Stewart has long been sparring with and mocking Fox. But one statement that he made that day, both because it was both so definitive and also so damning, struck the most devastating blow. “Who are the most consistently misinformed media viewers?” Stewart asked Wallace. “The most consistently misinformed? Fox, Fox viewers, consistently, every poll.”

Stewart’s statement was accurate. The next day, however, the Pulitzer Prize-winning fact-checking site PolitiFact weighed in and rated it “false.” In claiming to check Stewart’s “facts,” PolitiFact ironically committed a serious error—and later, doubly ironically, failed to correct it.

PolitiFact’s erroneous rebuttal set off a tizzy at Fox News where—on The O’Reilly Factor, Fox Nation, and Fox News Sunday—Stewart was bashed and PolitiFact lauded for its good (e.g., bad) fact-checking work. Stewart then went on air and apologized, albeit half-seriously, for he proceeded to list a mountain of cases in which PolitiFact had caught Fox spewing misinformation.

Stewart called the exercise his ascent of “Mount Fib.”

Yuks aside, PolitiFact was wrong, and Stewart was initially right—but wrong to accept the site’s correction. Thus, once PolitiFact weighed in, we moved from a situation in which at least one person was getting it right (Stewart) to a situation in which three individuals or organizations were in error—Stewart, PolitiFact, and Fox News—even as all of them now considered the matter closed. How’s that for the power of fact checking?

There probably is a group of media consumers out there who are more misinformed, overall, than Fox News viewers. But if you only consider mainstream U.S. television news outlets with major audiences (e.g., numbering in the millions), it really is true that Fox viewers are the most misled based on the evidence before us—especially in areas of political controversy. This should come as little surprise by now, but is precisely why it is the case remains under-explained at present.

I’ll get to the underlying causes shortly, drawing on what we already know about left-right differences, but also introducing a new concept—“selective exposure.” For Fox News, as we’ll see, represents the epitome of an environmental (“oven”) factor that has interacted powerfully with conservative psychology. The result has been a hurricane-like intensification of factual error, misinformation, and unsupportable but ideologically charged beliefs on the conservative side of the aisle.

First, though, let’s survey the evidence about how misinformed Fox viewers are.
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Based upon my research, I have located seven separate studies that support Stewart’s claim about Fox, and none that undermine it. Six of these studies were available at the time that PolitFact took on Stewart; one of them is newer. There may well be other studies out there than these; I can’t claim that my research is utterly exhaustive and there are no black swans. However, given the large amount of attention paid to the Stewart-Fox-PolitiFact flap—and my calls at that time for citations to any other studies of relevance—it seems likely that most or all of the pertinent research came to light.

The studies all take a similar form: These are public opinion surveys that ask citizens about their beliefs on factual but contested issues, and also about their media habits. Inevitably, some significant percentage of citizens are found to be misinformed about the facts, and in a politicized way—but not only that. The surveys also find that those who watch Fox are more likely to be misinformed, their views of reality skewed in a right-wing direction. In some cases, the studies even show that watching more Fox makes the misinformation problem worse.

It’s important to note that not all of these studies are able to (or even attempt to) establish causation. In other words, they don’t necessarily prove that watching Fox makes people believe incorrect things. It could be that those who are already more likely to hold incorrect beliefs (in this case, Republicans and conservatives) are also more likely to watch Fox to begin with, or to seek it out. The causal arrow could go in the opposite direction or in both directions at once.

Let me also add one more caveat. I can imagine (and could probably even design) a study that might find Fox News viewers are better informed than viewers of other cable news channels about some contested topic where biases and misinformation are driven by left-wing impulses (e.g., the kinds of issues discussed in chapter 12). Why this study doesn’t appear to exist I don’t know; but I certainly didn’t come across it in my research. Conservatives ought to perform such a study, if they want to prove Stewart even a little bit wrong.

So with that, here are the studies.

Iraq War

In 2003, a survey by the Program on International Policy Attitudes (PIPA) at the University of Maryland found widespread public misperceptions about the Iraq war. For instance, many Americans believed the U.S. had evidence that Saddam Hussein’s Iraq had been collaborating in some way with Al Qaeda, or was involved in the 9/11 attacks; many also believed that the much touted “weapons of mass destruction” had been found in the country after the U.S. invasion, when they hadn’t. But not everyone was equally misinformed: “The extent of Americans’ misperceptions vary significantly depending on their source of news,” PIPA reported. “Those who receive most of their news from Fox News are more likely than average to have misperceptions.” For instance, 80 percent of Fox viewers held at least one of three Iraq-related misperceptions, more than a variety of other types of news consumers, and especially NPR and PBS users. Most strikingly, Fox watchers who paid more attention to the channel were more likely to be misled.

Global Warming

At least two studies have documented that Fox News viewers are more misinformed about this subject.

In a late 2010 survey, Stanford University political scientist Jon Krosnick and visiting scholar Bo MacInnis found that “more exposure to Fox News was associated with more rejection of many mainstream scientists’ claims about global warming, with less trust in scientists, and with more belief that ameliorating global warming would hurt the U.S. economy.” Frequent Fox viewers were less likely to say the Earth’s temperature has been rising and less likely to attribute this temperature increase to human activities. In fact, there was a 25 percentage point gap between the most frequent Fox News watchers (60%) and those who watch no Fox News (85%) in whether they think global warming is “caused mostly by things people do or about equally by things people do and natural causes.” The correct answer is that global warming is caused mostly by things people do—but clearly, agreeing with this statement is much more accurate than disagreeing with it.

In a much more comprehensive study released in late 2011 (too late for Stewart or for PolitiFact), American University communications scholar Lauren Feldman and her colleagues reported on their analysis of a 2008 national survey, which found that “Fox News viewing manifests a significant, negative association with global warming acceptance.” Viewers of the station were less likely to agree that “most scientists think global warming is happening” and less likely to think global warming is mostly caused by human activities, among other measures. And no wonder: Through a content analysis of Fox coverage in 2007 and 2008, Feldman and her colleagues also demonstrated that Fox coverage is more dismissive about climate science, and features more global warming “skeptics.”

The Feldman study also contained an additional fascinating finding: Those Republicans who did watch CNN or MSNBC were more persuaded than Democratic viewers were to accept global warming. In other words, Republicans in the study seemed much more easily swayed by media framing than Democrats, in either direction. (This is something this book will return to.)

Health Care

Once again, at least two studies have found that Fox News viewers are more misinformed about this topic.

In 2009, an NBC survey found “rampant misinformation” about the health care reform bill before Congress—derided on the right as “Obamacare.” It also found that Fox News viewers were much more likely to believe this misinformation than average members of the general public. “72% of self-identified FOX News viewers believe the healthcare plan will give coverage to illegal immigrants, 79% of them say it will lead to a government takeover, 69% think that it will use taxpayer dollars to pay for abortions, and 75% believe that it will allow the government to make decisions about when to stop providing care for the elderly,” the survey found. By contrast, among CNN and MSNBC viewers, only 41 percent believed the illegal immigrant falsehood, 39 percent believed in the threat of a “government takeover” of healthcare (40 percentage points less), 40 percent believed the falsehood about abortion, and 30 percent believed the falsehood about “death panels” (a 45 percent difference!).

In early 2011, the Kaiser Family Foundation released another survey on public misperceptions about health care reform. The poll asked 10 questions about the newly passed healthcare law and compared the “high scorers”—those who answered 7 or more correct—based on their media habits. The result was that “higher shares of those who report CNN (35 percent) or MSNBC (39 percent) as their primary news source [got] 7 or more right, compared to those that report mainly watching Fox News (25 percent).” The questions posed had some overlaps with the 2009 NBC poll—for instance, about providing care to undocumented immigrants and cutting some benefits for those on Medicare—but also covered a variety of other factual matters that arose in the healthcare debate.

“Ground Zero Mosque”

In late 2010, two scholars at Ohio State University studied public misperceptions about the so-called “Ground Zero Mosque”—and in particular, the prevalence of a series of rumors depicting those seeking to build this Islamic community center and mosque as terrorist sympathizers, anti-American, and so on. All of these rumors had, of course, been dutifully debunked by fact-checking organizations. The result? “People who use Fox News believe more of the rumors we asked about and they believe them more strongly than those who do not.” Respondents reporting a “low reliance” on Fox News believed .9 rumors on average (out of 4), but for those reporting a “high reliance” on Fox News, the number increased to 1.5 out of 4 (on average).

The 2010 Election

In late 2010, the Program on International Policy Attitudes (PIPA) once again singled out Fox in a survey about misinformation during the 2010 election. Out of 11 false claims studied in the survey, PIPA found that “almost daily” Fox News viewers were “significantly more likely than those who never watched it” to believe 9 of them, including the misperceptions that “most scientists do not agree that climate change is occurring” (they do), that “it is not clear that President Obama was born in the United States” (he was), that “most economists estimate the stimulus caused job losses” (it either saved or created several million jobs), that “most economists have estimated the health care law will worsen the deficit” (they have not), and so on.

It is important to note that in this study—by far the most critiqued of the bunch—the examples of misinformation surveyed were all closely related to prominent issues in the 2010 midterm election, and indeed, were selected precisely because they involved issues that voters said were of greatest importance to them, like health care and the economy. That was the main criterion for inclusion, explains PIPA senior research scholar Clay Ramsay. “People said, here’s how I would rank that as an influence on my vote,” says Ramsay, “so everything tested is at least a 5 on a zero to 10 scale.”

So the argument that the poll’s topics were chosen so as to favor Democrats, and to punk Fox viewers, doesn’t hold water. Indeed, the poll question that was of least import to voters, and thus whose inclusion was most questionable, was one that provided a clear opportunity to trap Democrats in an incorrect belief—and succeeded in doing so. It was a rather tricky question: Whether President Obama’s allegation that the U.S. Chamber of Commerce had raised foreign money to run attack ads on Democratic candidates, and to support Republican candidates, had been “proven to be true.” Actually, PolitiFact had rated the claim as only “half-true,” so “proven to be true” was judged to be incorrect—but 57 percent of Democratic voters gave that wrong answer.

So much for attempts to challenge the topics chosen in this study. And even if you were to throw out the study entirely, the other six remain, and the weight of the evidence barely shifts.
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On the subject of Fox News and misinformation, PolitiFact simply appeared out of its depth. The author of the article in question, Louis Jacobson, only cited two of the studies above—“Iraq War” and “2010 Election”—though six out of seven were available at the time he was writing. And then he suggested that the “2010 Election” study should “carry less weight” due to various methodological objections.

Meanwhile, Jacobson dug up three separate studies that, understanding the political mind, we can dismiss as irrelevant. That’s because these studies did not concern misinformation, but rather, how informed news viewers are about basic political facts like the following: “who the vice president is, who the president of Russia is, whether the Chief Justice is conservative, which party controls the U.S. House of Representatives and whether the U.S. has a trade deficit.”

A long list of public opinion studies have shown that too few Americans know the answers to such basic questions. They are insufficiently informed about politics, just as they are about science, economics, and American history. That’s lamentable, but also off point at the moment. These are not politically contested issues, nor are they skewed by an active misinformation campaign. As a result, on such issues many Americans may be ill-informed but liberals and conservatives are nevertheless able to agree.

Jon Stewart was clearly talking about political misinformation. He used the word “misinformed.” And for good reason: Misinformation is by far the bigger torpedo to our national conversation, and to any hope of a functional politics. “It’s one thing to be not informed,” explains David Barker, a political scientist at the University of Pittsburgh who has studied conservative talk-radio listeners and Fox viewers. “It’s another thing to be misinformed, where you’re confident in your incorrectness. That’s the thing that’s really more problematic, democratically speaking—because if you’re confidently wrong, you’re influencing people.”

From the point of view of the political brain, the distinction between lacking information and believing misinformation is equally fundamental. Whether you know who the president of Russia is—that’s one type of question. It’s a question where there’s no political stake and someone who doesn’t know the answer can accept it when it is provided, because it doesn’t require any emotional sacrifice to do so. However, whether global warming is human caused is fundamentally different. It’s a question that is politicized, and thus engages emotions, identity, and classic pathways of biased reasoning. So to group together the lack of information with misinformation is, from this book’s perspective, the most flagrant of fouls.

And it gets even worse for PolitiFact: There are reasons to think that Fox News viewers are both more informed than the average bear, and yet, simultaneously more misinformed on key politicized issues. In other words, many of them are classic “smart idiots” engaging in motivated reasoning to support their beliefs. “They’re an active group, that actually knows a fair amount of political facts,” explains Barker. “They can tell you who the members of the Supreme Court are, and things like that. But when it comes to political information that has any kind of a partisan element to it, where a correct answer helps one side politically, or hurts one side politically, [being misinformed is] very typical of them.”

Thus PolitiFact’s approach was itself deeply uninformed, and underscores the ignorance about psychology that pervades mainstream politics. Indeed, after I refuted its analysis in a much read blog post, PolitiFact failed to correct its error, or even to mention that it had missed four relevant studies in its analysis.
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Almost entirely missing in the PolitiFact-Stewart flap was any weighing of the truly interesting and important question: Why are Fox News viewers so misinformed?

To answer it—thereby showing the interaction between media change on the one hand, and conservative psychology on the other—we’ll first need to travel once again back to the 1950s, and the pioneering work of the psychologist and Seekers infiltrator, Leon Festinger.

In his 1957 book A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Festinger built on his study of Mrs. Keech and the Seekers, and other research, to lay out many ramifications of his core idea about why we contort the evidence to fit to our beliefs, rather than conforming our beliefs to the evidence. That included a prediction about how those who are highly committed to a belief or view should go about seeking information that touches on that powerful conviction.

Festinger suggested that once we’ve settled on a core belief, this ought to shape how we gather information. More specifically, we are likely to try to avoid encountering claims and information that challenge that belief, because these will create cognitive dissonance. Instead, we should go looking for information that affirms the belief. The technical (and less than ideal) term for this phenomenon is “selective exposure”: what it means is that we selectively choose to be exposed to information that is congenial to our beliefs, and to avoid “inconvenient truths” that are uncongenial to them. Or as one group of early researchers put it, in language notable for its tone of wrecked idealism:

In recent years there has been a good deal of talk by men of good will about the desirability and necessity of guaranteeing the free exchange of ideas in the market place of public opinion. Such talk has centered upon the problem of keeping free the channels of expression and communication. Now we find that the consumers of ideas, if they have made a decision on the issue, themselves erect high tariff walls against alien notions.

Selective exposure is generally thought to occur on the individual level—e.g., one person chooses to watch Fox News. But when we think about conservative Christian homeschooling or the constant battles over the teaching of controversial issues in public schools—where authoritarian parents seek to skew curricula to prevent their children from hearing threatening things—a kind of selective exposure is also on full display. The only difference is that it’s selective exposure of information for someone else. It’s parents trying to control what their children are exposed to, actively seeking to blind the next generation rather than themselves.

Selective exposure theory grows out of the cognitive dissonance tradition, but the concept of erecting “tariff walls” against inconvenient truths gels with the theory of motivated reasoning as well. As Charles Taber of Stony Brook University explains, motivated reasoning makes us susceptible to all manner of confirmation biases—seeking or greatly emphasizing evidence that supports our views and predispositions—and disconfirmation biases—attacking information that threatens us. In this context, “selective exposure” might be considered a certain breed of “confirmation bias,” one involving our media choices in particular. (As we’ll see, the theory of motivated reasoning also implies that “selective exposure” may operate, at least in part, on a subconscious and emotional level that we’re not even aware of.)

If Festinger’s ideas about “selective exposure” are correct, then I was wise to be cautious, earlier, about whether the chief problem with Fox News is that it is actively causing its viewers to be misinformed. It’s very possible that Fox could be imparting misinformation even as politically conservative viewers are also seeking the station out—highly open to it and already convinced about many falsehoods that dovetail with their beliefs. Thus, they would come into the encounter with Fox not only misinformed and predisposed to become more so, but inclined to be very confident about their incorrect beliefs and to impart them to others. In this account, political misinformation on the right would be driven by a kind of feedback loop, with both Fox and its viewers making the problem worse.

Psychologists and political scientists have extensively studied selective exposure, and within the research literature, the findings are often described as mixed. But that’s not quite right. In truth, some early studies seeking to confirm Festinger’s speculation had problems with their designs and often failed—and as a result, explains University of Alabama psychologist William Hart, the field of selective exposure research “stagnated” for several decades. But it has since undergone a dramatic revival—driven, not surprisingly, by the modern explosion of media choices and growing political polarization in the U.S. And thanks to a new wave of better-designed and more rigorous studies, the concept has become well established.

“Selective exposure is the clearest way to look at how people create their own realities, based upon their views of the world,” says Hart. “Everybody knows this happens.”
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The first wave of selective exposure research, much of it conducted during the 1960s, resulted in the drawing of one key distinction that we must keep in mind. Even in cases where the sorting of people into friendly information channels had been demonstrated, critics questioned whether the study subjects were actively and deliberately building “tariff walls” to protect their beliefs. Rather, they suggested that selective exposure might be de facto: People might encounter more information that supports their personal views not because they actively seek it, but because they live in communities or have lifestyle patterns that strongly tilt the odds in favor of such encounters happening in the first place.

Thus, if you live in a “red state,” Fox News is more likely to be on the TV in public places—bars, waiting rooms—than if you live in a “blue state.” And your peers and neighbors are much more likely to be watching it and talking about it. Anyone who travels around America will notice this, rendering the distinction between de facto and what we might call motivated selective exposure an important one.

However, more modern studies of selective exposure are explicitly designed to rule out the possibility of de facto explanations. As a result, by 2009, Hart and a team of researchers were able to perform a meta-analysis—a statistically rigorous overview of published studies on selective exposure—that deliberately omitted these problematic research papers. That still left behind 67 relevant studies, encompassing almost 8,000 individuals, and by pooling them together Hart found that people overall were nearly twice as likely to consume ideologically congenial information as to consume ideologically inconvenient information—and in certain circumstances, they were even more likely than that. That’s not to say nobody ever goes seeking what political science wonks sometimes call “counterattitudinal” information—often they do. But it’s rarer, overall, than seeking friendly information.

When are people most likely to seek out self-affirming information? Hart found that they’re most vulnerable to selective exposure if they have defensive goals—for instance, being highly committed to a preexisting view, and especially a view that is tied to a person’s core values. Just as Festinger predicted, then, defensive motivations increase the “risk,” so to speak, of engaging in selective exposure.

One defensive motivation identified in Hart’s study was closed-mindedness, which makes a great deal of sense. It is probably part of the definition of being closed-minded, or dogmatic, that you prefer to consume information that agrees with what you already believe.

Knowing that political conservatives tend to have a higher need for closure—especially right-wing authoritarians, who are increasingly prevalent in the Republican Party—this suggests they should also be more likely to select themselves into belief-affirming information streams, like Fox News or right-wing talk radio or the Drudge Report. Indeed, a number of research results support this idea.

In a study of selective exposure during the 2000 election, for instance, Stanford University’s Shanto Iyengar and his colleagues mailed a multimedia informational CD about the two candidates—Bush and Gore—to 600 registered voters and then tracked its use by a sample of 220 of them. As a result, they found that Bush partisans chose to consume more information about Bush than about Gore—but Democrats and liberals didn’t show the same bias toward their own candidate.

Selective exposure has also been directly tested several times in authoritarians. In one case, researchers at Stony Brook University primed more and less authoritarian subjects with thoughts of their own mortality. Afterwards, the authoritarians showed a much stronger preference than non-authoritarians for reading an article that supported their existing view on the death penalty, rather than an article presenting the opposing view or a “balanced” take on the issue. As the authors concluded: “highly authoritarian individuals, when threatened, attempt to reduce anxiety by selectively exposing themselves to attitude-validating information, which leads to ‘stronger’ opinions that are more resistant to attitude change.”

The aforementioned Robert Altemeyer of the University of Manitoba has also documented an above average amount of selective exposure in right wing authoritarians. In one case, he gave students a fake self-esteem test, in which they randomly received either above average or below average scores. Then, everyone—the receivers of both low and high scores—was given the opportunity to say whether he or she would like to read a summary of why the test was valid. The result was striking: Students who scored low on authoritarianism wanted to learn about the validity of the test regardless of how they did on it. There was virtually no difference between high and low test scorers. But among the authoritarian students, there was a big gap: 73 percent of those who got high self-esteem scores wanted to read about the test’s validity, while only 47 percent of those who got low self-esteem scores did.

Altemeyer did it again, too, in another study. This time, as part of a series of larger studies on prejudice and ethnocentrism, he asked 493 students the following question:

Suppose, for the sake of argument, that you are less accepting, less tolerant and more prejudiced against minority groups than are most of the other students serving in this experiment. Would you want to find this out, say by having the Experimenter bring individual sheets to your class, showing each student privately his/her prejudice score compared with the rest of the class?

Right-wing authoritarians tend to be highly prejudiced and intolerant. But their response to this question also showed that compared with those who were less authoritarian, they didn’t want to learn this about themselves. Only 55 percent of Altemeyer’s authoritarians wanted to find out about their degree of prejudice, compared with 76 percent of his students rating low on authoritarianism. And the difference held up when the test was performed in a slightly different way, with an even larger group of students. When Altemeyer gave half of the students the opportunity to learn if they were more prejudiced, and the other half the opportunity to learn if they were less prejudiced, the authoritarians were much more likely to want to hear the good news about themselves, but not to hear the bad—selective exposure in action. The non-authoritarians, again, wanted the information either way.

Authoritarians, Altemeyer concludes, “maintain their beliefs against challenges by limiting their experiences, and surrounding themselves with sources of information that will tell them they are right.”

The evidence on selective exposure, as well as the clear links between closed-mindedness and authoritarianism, gives good grounds for believing that this phenomenon should be more common and more powerful on the political right. Lest we leap to the conclusion that Fox News is actively misinforming its viewers most of the time—rather than enabling them through its very existence—that’s something to bear in mind.
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And if selective exposure will be worse among authoritarians, it will probably be worse still among authoritarians who are also political sophisticates—because, just like motivated reasoning, selective exposure appears to be worse among sophisticates in general.

In a powerful motivated reasoning study that also examined selective exposure, Charles Taber and Milton Lodge of Stony Brook gave their test subjects—whose political views and basic political literacy had already been measured—the opportunity to read information that either supported or challenged their views on affirmative action and gun control. In the experiment, the participants had to actively choose which positions to read on the issues, and those positions were identified with a well known and clearly political source—the Republican Party and the National Rifle Association on gun control, the Democratic Party and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People on affirmative action, and so on.

Overall, the test subjects showed a clear tendency to choose friendly information over unfriendly information. But the effect was much stronger among the “sophisticates,” those who had scored higher on a test of basic civic and political literacy. These Einsteins chose to read congenial and self-affirming arguments 70 to 75 percent of the time. In the gun control case, for instance, sophisticated opponents of gun control chose to read arguments from the NRA or Republican Party 6 times for every 2 times they sought to read arguments from the other side (the Democratic Party or Citizens Against Handguns).

In other words, if you know a lot about a topic—or, if you think you do—this suggests you’re more likely to only consume information that is friendly to your views. Insofar as Fox viewers are highly self-confident conservative sophisticates, we have another reason for thinking that selective exposure is a key factor in driving the Fox misinformation effect.

One intriguing question is whether the inclination to engage in selective exposure occurs automatically and subconsciously, the result of emotional responses that occur outside of our awareness.

There’s little doubt that a constantly repeated behavior—like watching a particular television station—can become more or less unconscious over time. “It can be just pure habit, like driving to work in the morning, you don’t even realize how you got there, you’re just there,” says Hart. “You grab your coffee and you turn on Fox, that’s what your thought process is.”

On a first or early encounter, Fox News could also be emotionally appealing at a level prior to consciousness awareness. The attraction wouldn’t necessarily come from argumentative substance—although it might—but perhaps from imagery and tone. Thus, Fox’s constant displays of American flags, and the firm and confident bombast of its hosts, might strike a psychologically pleasing note for conservatives who are flipping through the channels. Slowly that may then bleed over into consciousness, as a person becomes aware of becoming a regular Fox viewer.

The end result, according to Stony Brook’s Charles Taber, is that selective exposure probably emerges from a blend of subconscious and conscious mental operations—and of course, even our seemingly “conscious” media choices are inseparable from our emotions. “To say that these processes are triggered automatically does not mean that we are not aware of the feelings, motivations, and beliefs that are so triggered,” Taber explains. “It is when we become aware of these things that we have the subjective sense of choosing to watch some media and avoid others, but in most cases I would claim these conscious decisions are rationalizations of inclinations that were set in motion outside of awareness.”

And then, when the phone rings for a survey, people can not only identify themselves as Fox viewers, but they may deliver some pretty colorful answers to the questions asked.
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But there’s another crucial ingredient involved in selective exposure, a plainly environmental one. In order to actively decide to consume information from a congenial source, such a source must be readily available to you. You must have the choice. An extreme hypothetical can serve to illustrate the point: By definition, a political conservative living in an environment that only offers liberal media sources cannot engage in selective exposure.

“The more information that people are given, research suggests that the chance of engaging in selective exposure becomes greater,” says the University of Alabama’s William Hart. What this means is that over time, the American political environment (the “oven”) has become far more conducive to selective exposure—because media choices have simply exploded since the 1980s. That’s especially so for choices offering political fare.

It’s not just cable, whose onset obliterated the old alphabet soup monopoly enjoyed by ABC, CBS, PBS, and NBC, and gave us CNN, Fox News, and MSNBC (and the Food Network!). And it’s not just the Internet—although that’s a particularly ripe environment for selective exposure, since it offers the most choices, as well as plenty of ideological ones.

But consider another case: Conservative talk radio, the emergence of which was probably sped along by the Reagan Federal Communications Commission’s 1987 decision to do away with the “Fairness Doctrine,” which had previously required broadcasters both to cover controversial issues, and also to air different perspectives on them. Whatever the logic behind killing this rule, it surely was not based on a modern understanding of the political brain and its biases.

During the 1990s, conservative talk radio flourished, offering a powerful mix of entertainment and explicitly ideological commentary. And as scholars began to study this medium, they unveiled results that will sound familiar.

First, conservative talk-radio listeners were found to be political sophisticates—more heavily focused on political issues, wealthier, more likely to read the newspaper. And yet at the same time, they were found to be highly misinformed. Indeed, in a study by David Barker, C. Richard Hofstetter of San Diego State University, and several colleagues, it was found that “exposure to conservative political talk shows was related to increased misinformation, while exposure to moderate political talk shows was related to decreased levels of political misinformation, after controlling for other variables.” For anyone who understands the “smart idiots” effect, that makes perfect sense.

What were conservative talk-radio listeners misinformed about in the 1990s? It’s a bit of a trip down memory lane, but one that illuminates a key transitional stage leading to our current misinformation environment. They wrongly believed that “Growth in the budget deficit has increased during the Clinton presidency” and that “Teaching about religious observations is illegal in public schools,” as well as that teen pregnancy was on the rise and that student test scores were declining—all part and parcel of a right-wing narrative about America, but not actually true. They also believed several myths about welfare reform, a top issue in the Clinton era: e.g., “Most people are on welfare because they do not want to work”; and “America spends more on welfare than on defense.”

Welfare in fact presents a very well documented case study of conservative misinformation during the 1990s, one that seems closely parallel to the health care and global warming debates today.

In an early study (published in the year 2000) on the prevalence of falsehoods in American politics—one that stressed the then-novel distinction between being uninformed and believing strongly in misinformation—political scientist James Kuklinski and his colleagues at the University of Illinois at Urbana Champaign examined contrasting public views about the facts on this issue. Sure enough, they found that conservatives (or at any rate, those who held strong anti-welfare views) tended to be both more misinformed about welfare, and also more confident they were right in their (wrong) beliefs. In particular, welfare opponents tended to greatly exaggerate the cost of the program, the number of families on welfare, how many of them were African-American, and so on. For instance, only 7 percent of the public was on welfare at the time of the study; but those who exaggerated by answering up to 18 or 25 percent in Kuklinski’s survey were highly confident they were right. Just 1 percent of the federal budget went to welfare, but those who dramatically exaggerated the number—answering up to 11 or 15 percent—were highly confident they were right. And so on.

By the time Fox News came on the air in 1996, then, the trend of providing ideological fare to conservative sophisticates—both highly engaged and confident, and also more misinformed—was already well established. Indeed, Fox’s founder, the former Nixon adviser and television producer Roger Ailes, is a close friend of Rush Limbaugh’s. In the 1990s, Ailes produced a television show for political radio’s most popular personality. Some Fox hosts, like Sean Hannity and Bill O’Reilly, are also talk-radio stars, or were at one time—and the audiences for the two media overlap heavily. “I think that by now especially, they’ve become the same people,” says the University of Pittsburgh’s David Barker.
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None of which is to suggest that Fox isn’t also guilty of actively misinforming viewers. It certainly is.

The litany of misleading Fox segments and snippets is quite extensive—especially on global warming, where it seems that every winter snowstorm is an excuse for more doubt-mongering. No less than Fox’s Washington managing editor Bill Sammon was found to have written, in a 2009 internal staff email exposed by MediaMatters, that the network’s journalists should:

. . . refrain from asserting that the planet has warmed (or cooled) in any given period without IMMEDIATELY pointing out that such theories are based upon data that critics have called into question. It is not our place as journalists to assert such notions as facts, especially as this debate intensifies.

And global warming is hardly the only issue where Fox actively misinforms its viewers. The polling data here, from the Project on International Policy Attitudes (PIPA) are very telling.

PIPA’s study of misinformation in the 2010 election didn’t just show that Fox News viewers were more misinformed than viewers of other channels. It also showed that watching more Fox made believing in nine separate political misperceptions more likely. And that was a unique effect, unlike any observed with the other news channels that were studied. “With all of the other media outlets, the more exposed you were, the less likely you were to have misinformation,” explains PIPA’s director, political psychologist Steven Kull. “While with Fox, the more exposure you had, in most cases, the more misinformation you had. And that is really, in a way, the most powerful factor, because it strongly suggests they were actually getting the information from Fox.”

Indeed, this effect was even present in non-Republicans—another indicator that Fox is probably its cause. As Kull explains, “even if you’re a liberal Democrat, you are affected by the station.” If you watched Fox, you were more likely to believe the nine falsehoods, regardless of your political party affiliation.

In summary, then, the “science” of Fox News clearly shows that its viewers are more misinformed than the viewers of other stations, and are this way for ideological reasons. But these are not necessarily the reasons that liberals may assume. Instead, the Fox “effect” probably occurs both because the station churns out falsehoods that conservatives readily accept—falsehoods that may even seem convincing to some liberals on occasion—but also because conservatives are overwhelmingly inclined to choose to watch Fox to begin with.

At the same time, it’s important to note that they’re also disinclined to watch anything else. Fox keeps constantly in their minds the idea that the rest of the media are “biased” against them, and conservatives duly respond by saying other media aren’t worth watching—it’s just a pack of lies. According to Public Policy Polling’s annual TV News Trust Poll (the 2011 run), 72 percent of conservatives say they trust Fox News, but they also say they strongly distrust NBC, ABC, CBS, and CNN. Liberals and moderates, in contrast, trust all of these outlets more than they distrust them (though they distrust Fox). This, too, suggests conservative selective exposure.

And there is an even more telling study of “Fox-only” behavior among conservatives, from Stanford’s Shanto Iyengar and Kyu Hahn of Yonsei University in Seoul, South Korea. They conducted a classic left-right selective exposure study, giving members of different ideological groups the chance to choose stories from a news stream that provided them with a headline and a news source logo—Fox, CNN, NPR, and the BBC—but nothing else. The experiment was manipulated so that the same headline and story was randomly attributed to different news sources. The result was that Democrats and liberals were definitely less inclined to choose Fox than other sources, but spread their interest across the other outlets when it came to news. But Republicans and conservatives overwhelmingly chose Fox for hard news and even for soft news, and ignored other sources. “The probability that a Republican would select a CNN or NPR report was around 10%,” wrote the authors.

In other words—to reiterate a point made earlier—Fox News is both deceiver and enabler simultaneously. Its existence creates the opportunity for conservatives to exercise their biases, by selecting into the Fox information stream, and also by imbibing Fox-style arguments and claims that can then fuel biased reasoning about politics, science, and whatever else comes up.

It’s also likely that conservatives, tending to be more closed-minded and more authoritarian, have a stronger emotional need for an outlet like Fox, where they can find affirmation and escape from the belief challenges constantly presented by the “liberal media.” Their psychological need for something affirmative is probably stronger than what’s encountered on the opposite side of the aisle—as is their revulsion toward allegedly liberal (but really centrist) media outlets.

And thus we once again find, at the root of our political dysfunction, a classic nurture-nature mélange. The penchant for selective exposure is rooted in our psychology and our brains. Closed-mindedness and authoritarianism—running stronger in some of us than in others—likely are as well.

But nevertheless, and just as with consevative think tanks and counterexpertise, it took the development of a broad array of media choices before these tendencies could be fully activated. The seed needed fertile soil in which to grow. Cast it on stony ground—say, the more homogeneous media environment of the 1960s and 1970s, when The New York Times and Washington Post were the “papers of record” and everybody watched the three network channels and PBS—and its growth will be stunted.

Perhaps the fact that early studies of selective exposure sometimes failed, leading psychologists to largely discard the theory—even as now, it has been revived and is coming on strong—itself suggests the potency of this environmental change.
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At this point in the book’s narrative, I have laid out three different bodies of evidence that help to build a case about American conservatives’ unique misalignment with reality—and how this misalignment has come to exist.

First, I’ve explored motivated reasoning, and how this emotional and automatic process leads many of us to do just about anything to defend our identities and beliefs—including clinging to wrong ideas and arguing fiercely on their behalf. And I’ve shown some evidence suggesting that this tendency may be more prevalent on the political right (although liberals are certainly not immune to it)—not just motivated reasoning in general, but selective exposure in particular.

Second, I’ve surveyed a large body of research on conservative psychology—finding that conservatives (especially authoritarians) appear to be less Open, less tolerant of uncertainty and ambiguity, less integratively complex, and to have a stronger need for closure.

Finally, I’ve shown how political, social, and technological change in the U.S.—factors like the mobilization of a conservative movement, the proliferation of supporting think tanks and “experts,” a leftward shift of academia in response, and the growth of sympathetic conservative media outlets—have added fuel to the fire. All of these new factors interact with conservative psychology, in such a way as to make the misinformation problem worse.

Now, then, it’s time for a very different kind of evidence. It’s time to look at how factually wrong conservatives actually are. I’ve shown many hints of this throughout the book, but now comes the time to look systematically.

This is a critically important part of the story. It would be one thing to theorize that conservatives are likely to be more dogmatic about incorrect beliefs in a context where there aren’t many real world cases of conservatives being incorrect. People would very understandably wonder why anyone came up with such a theory in the first place.

But that’s not where we find ourselves. The evidence, in this case, is the best support for the theory one could imagine.
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Part Four

The Truth: Who’s Right, Who’s Wrong, and Who Updates





Chapter Nine

The Reality Gap

It was precisely the opposite of how science-based decision-making, by elected representatives, is supposed to go.

In February of 2010, while onlookers wore badges reading “Abortion Hurts!” two scientists appeared before the Nebraska legislature to testify in favor of the “Pain Capable Unborn Child Protection Act.” It was a bill to restrict a woman’s right to have an abortion after 20 weeks of pregnancy, thus pushing well past prior abortion limits, which have been based on a standard of fetal viability.

Both of the scientists were from out-of-state. Both of them testified in support of a position that is contrary to medical consensus—that fetuses are capable of experiencing pain at about 20 weeks into their gestation and development.

One of the scientists, Dr. Ferdinand Salvacion, is an associate professor at the Southern Illinois University School of Medicine. He has now testified in at least two states, Nebraska and Idaho, in favor of the same piece of pro-life legislation. The other, Dr. Thomas Grissom, works at the Advanced Pain Centers of Alaska. As he put it when pressed about his personal beliefs: “I am pro-life from the perception that I do not know when life begins and I have chosen that it begins at fertilization because, from my religious viewpoint, that does not put me at odds with my maker.”

Both Salvacion and Grissom testified that by 20 weeks of gestation, fetuses have developed the physical structures involved in pain sensation: specialized nerve endings, the brain stem, the cortex. They therefore inferred that fetuses could likely feel pain at this stage. But that’s misleading. What’s not fully developed at 20 weeks are the connections between regions of the sub-cortex, which relay sensory information, and the cortex, which interpret and experience it. And without those connections, conscious awareness of pain could not exist.

Scientific reviews conducted in the U.K. and at the University of California-San Francisco concur in this conclusion. These find that the neural connections necessary to the experience of pain are not present before about 24 weeks of gestation, and the pain experience as we know it probably arrives considerably after that. So the testimony delivered by Drs. Salvacion and Grissom was, at minimum selective—but it was, nonetheless, critical to ensuring that the Nebraska bill sailed through and became law.

We don’t live in the universe the Christian Right seems to think we do. But if you live in Nebraska—and, more recently, Kansas and Idaho, where “fetal pain” bills became law in 2011—there’s a partial exception. These states didn’t change the laws of nature; but they did legally codify their delusions about them.
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The fetal pain story is just one tiny example of today’s American right rallying behind incorrect information—whether about science, economics, history, the law, or simple policy facts like whether Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and whether the health care bill created “death panels.” The examples of this occurring are so numerous that they are, effectively, uncountable. I filled a whole book with case studies in 2005—The Republican War on Science—but those were only about science, and even then I had to leave many out. And since that time, I’ve seen many new cases arise and none really vanish (though for some issues, like embryonic stem cell research, the political salience of the subject has certainly declined).

There is no precise way to quantify how wrong the right is today. There’s no standard measurement, no meter or angstrom or hectopascal for error or delusion.

There is, however, such a thing as a consilience of evidence. Consilience is a word originally coined by the 19th century British scientist and philosopher William Whewell, who defined it thus:

The Consilience of Inductions takes place when an Induction, obtained from one class of facts, coincides with an Induction obtained from another different class. This Consilience is a test of the truth of the Theory in which it occurs.

That’s a bit of a musty read, so let’s bring Whewell up-to-date. What I mean in invoking him is that even if there is no single accepted measure or approach that proves a point definitively—in this case, that U.S. conservatives are uniquely misaligned with reality—the compilation of evidence in support of this idea, using a variety of approaches, adds confidence to the validity of the overall conclusion. How does it do so? By building an impressive weight of evidence across domains (or areas) and approaches. By showing that no matter how you slice it, you get the same answer.

In the next three chapters, I will demonstrate by a consilience or weight-of-the-evidence approach that by any reasonable standard, the modern U.S. right is strongly misaligned with reality—and much worse in this respect than anything you will find today among Democrats or the “left.” Then, in chapter 12, I’ll show you three issues where you might expect liberals or progressives to err with respect to reality—hydraulic fracturing or “fracking,” the safety of nuclear power, and alleged connections between vaccines and autism. You do indeed find some delusions on these issues, but you also find something very different than what you find in cases of conservative reality denial.

But before proceeding, let me reiterate my present understanding of why the right now appears so disconnected from the truth.

The evidence already presented in these pages suggests that on average, conservatives—especially authoritarians—are probably less open to new information, more selective in heeding friendly media sources, and perhaps more defensive about their beliefs. So conservatives, more than liberals, should be expected to seek out ideologically friendly information and cling to it. And, especially if they are sophisticated, to engage in motivated reasoning when challenged so as to defend their positions.

But at the same time, conservatives would have a much harder time doing this without conservative institutions, and friendly media outlets, churning out congenial information and backing them up—and without sophisticated conservative elites egging the process on. In the past two chapters, I’ve shown that from the mobilization of the Christian Right, to the development of think tanks, talk radio, and Fox News, conservatives have created many ideologically reinforcing information sources. They have also fielded an army of experts like Drs. Salvacion and Grissom, who are more than equipped to tell them what they want to hear and to argue back against mainstream scientists and scholars.

This combination has produced a staggering amount of political misinformation. So let me now attempt to survey its true scope—proving that it is uniquely and squarely located on the right.
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The first way of documenting the right’s unreality involves canvassing the work of respected academic institutions, pollsters, and fact checkers—all of whom have consistently shown that conservatives today, much more than liberals, simply get it wrong.

I’ve already sampled one such strand of evidence, and a very powerful one at that: studies documenting the Fox News effect. As shown in chapter 8, Fox’s viewers are much more misinformed than other news watchers about the Iraq war, about global warming, about health care, and about an array of other matters. No comparable media-misinformation effect has been documented on the other side of the aisle. So this is one powerful piece of evidence suggesting that conservatives today are simply much more wrong—often willfully so—than their ideological opponents.

But it isn’t the only evidence. Another proof emerges from examining the leading public policy issues at a given point in time, and what liberals and conservatives believe about them. That’s precisely what was done in the run up to the 2010 election by the Program on International Policy Attitudes (PIPA).

I’ve already shown how PIPA’s 2010 election study demonstrated that Fox News viewers believed more political misinformation on that election’s leading issues. But not surprisingly, the study also showed the same of Republican voters. Out of eleven factual questions pertinent to the 2010 election, Republicans were more incorrect, by ten or more percentage points, about seven of them—including whether it was “clear” that President Obama was born in the U.S., whether most scientists agree that global warming is happening, whether economists think the health care law would increase the deficit (it would not), and whether “most economists” think the stimulus bill created or saved a few million of jobs (they do). (One question—whether the GM and Chrysler bailout occurred under both Bush and Obama; the answer was yes—was nearly a wash, with Republicans only slightly more wrong than Democrats.)

Once again, it’s tough to argue that the eleven questions posed in this study were selected in a biased way, to yield this particular answer. Rather, the questions were picked because these were factual disputes about issues that voters said they most cared about, like health care and the economy. And identifying the issues that mattered most to voters was itself part of the study. What’s more, the question in the poll that voters cared about the least was a rare case in which Democrats proved to be more misinformed (involving the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and its alleged receipt of foreign donations to run political ads). In other words, if PIPA had thrown this question out, it would have made Republicans look still worse.

Yet another survey examined in chapter 8 also supports this analysis. In early 2011, the Kaiser Family Foundation released an examination of mistaken beliefs about the newly passed healthcare law. Misperceptions were certainly rampant, and some of them were clearly politicized errors: Fifty-nine percent of citizens wrongly thought the law creates a government-run healthcare plan; 40 percent believed it creates “death panels” (another 15 percent were “unsure”); and 45 percent thought the law cuts benefits to those on Medicare. Not only were Fox News viewers more likely to believe these misperceptions—so were Republicans, and the last two falsehoods in particular. Indeed, just 18 percent of Republicans came up with the right answer for at least seven of the 10 factual questions the survey posed, compared to 32 percent of Democrats.

Thus, we have nationally representative survey evidence showing that 1) Conservatives are more misinformed when identified by the leading media outlet that they watch, especially on critical issues like the Iraq war and climate change; 2) Republican voters were more misinformed than Democratic voters about the leading policy issues in the last major election; and 3) this was especially true of health care. That’s already enough to grab your attention. But to show that this finding is “robust,” so to speak—and to pursue my consilience strategy—I want to prove the point in as many different and overlapping ways as possible. So are there any other metrics that can document the right’s wrongness?

The answer is that there certainly are.
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I was rather hard on PolitiFact a few chapters back—and deservedly so. But I do respect fact-checkers, in general, for their dedication to accuracy. And I certainly believe that overall, their occasional quirks and failings notwithstanding, they are vastly more accurate than those they are checking!

What this means is that PolitiFact’s archive of fact-checks provides yet another opportunity for independent validation of my argument. If Republicans do significantly worse than Democrats when put to the test by PolitiFact, that surely tells us something.

As it turns out, the Smart Politics blog at the University of Minnesota’s Humphrey School of Public Affairs analyzed PolitiFact’s work during the period from January 2010 through January 2011, surveying over 500 stories that checked facts. And sure enough, it found that while the site fact checked roughly as many statements by current or former Democratic elected officials as from current or former Republican officeholders during this period (179 vs. 191), Republicans were overwhelmingly more likely to draw a “false” or “pants on fire” rating (the worst one of all). Out of 98 politician statements receiving these dismal ratings, 74 were made by Republicans—or 76 percent of them. Sarah Palin and Michele Bachmann did the worst, with 8 and 7 PolitiFact slams, respectively.

In fairness, I should note that the Smart Politics blog went on to use this statistical analysis to suggest PolitiFact is biased against the right. That’s typical—and typically naïve. As I showed in the last chapter, if anything PolitiFact bends over backward to find ways of bashing the left, even when PolitiFact itself must get the facts wrong in order to do so.

PolitiFact’s statistics thus provide still more compelling evidence that Republicans, more than Democrats, are just wrong.

After learning of the Smart Politics analysis of PolitiFact’s work, it occurred to me that it would lend strength to my interpretation of this finding—and weaken the contrary interpretation—if it were possible to replicate the result by conducting a similar analysis of another fact-checking organization’s ratings. To that end, and with invaluable and dedicated data gathering and statistical analysis from an assistant, Aviva Meyer, we analyzed the work of The Washington Post’s “Fact-Checker,” currently authored by Glenn Kessler and Josh Hicks, and before that by Michael Dobbs. This was relatively easy to do in an objective and quantitative manner, because the Post bestows “Pinocchios” for false or misleading claims, giving out one to four of them based on the egregiousness of the error. Thus, getting “four Pinocchios” from the Post is comparable to getting a “Pants on Fire” rating from PolitiFact.

From the inception of the Post’s Fact-Checker column in September of 2007, up through the end of September of 2011 (when this book was due!), our analysis found that Republicans were given ratings on the Pinocchio scale 147 times, and Democrats were given ratings 116 times, for a total of 263 ratings overall. (Ratings of “liberal” or “conservative” interest groups, like MoveOn.org or the National Rifle Association, were about 3 percent of the total and were not included in the analysis; nor were those by “neutral” individuals or groups—about 4 percent of the total.)

Already, then, Republicans were flagged for many more misstatements by the Post. And indeed, totaling up the net Pinocchios given, Republicans received 361 while Democrats received just 243. This means that about 60 percent of all Pinocchios went to Republicans, and about 40 percent went to Democrats. In a sense, the left-right “reality gap” is captured right there.

One might argue, though, that this is misleading: If Republicans were rated more times overall, then of course they got more total Pinocchios. That’s a fair point, but it turns out that the average Republican rating (2.46 Pinocchios) was also much worse than the average Democrat rating (2.09 Pinocchios). What’s more, the difference between the two was highly statistically significant, meaning that it was unlikely to be the result of mere chance.

In other words, not only were Republicans rated more frequently by the Post, but whenever they got rated they tended to do worse than Democrats, and by a significant margin.

Looking a little more closely at these data, Republicans got nearly three times as many Four Pinocchio ratings as Democrats—27 versus 11. And even that is being charitable to Republicans, because our analysis could be argued to have understated their real Four Pinocchio total.

In a number of cases, the Post fact-checker devoted a single entry to debunking multiple false claims by Republicans like Sarah Palin, Michele Bachmann, Donald Trump, and Newt Gingrich, and then bestowed a single Four Pinocchio rating. We were careful to only count these entries once, simply because any other approach would have caused the Republican Four Pinocchio tally to skyrocket. What’s more, for some reason the Fact Checker failed to bestow a rating after debunking one of Sarah Palin’s most infamous flubs: Her claim (discussed further in chapter 11) that Paul Revere “warned the British” on his famous Midnight Ride. This presumably would have garnered Palin four Pinocchios (especially since she stood by her incorrect claim), but the item wasn’t officially rated, so we did not include it in our analysis. Again, then, our analysis can only be called charitable to Republicans.

Republicans were also significantly higher than Democrats in the Three Pinocchio ratings category (33 versus 24) and the Two Pinocchio ratings category, the most frequent category used (67 to 46). But interestingly, this trend did not hold up in the One Pinocchio category, where Democrats bested Republicans by a considerable margin (35 to 20). What this suggests is that the Post was giving Democrats a lot of wrist-slaps for relatively minor sins, even as the more egregious falsehoods were clearly clustered at the Republican end of the distribution. Indeed, the Post fact-checker even acknowledged that one of President Obama’s statements was such a minor infraction that it might deserve a “half-Pinocchio,” if there was such a thing.

We therefore reiterate that our interpretation of these data is, if anything, charitable to Republicans.

In conclusion, and much like PolitiFact, it appears the Post was trying its best to be balanced, even though Republicans falsehoods overall were considerably more egregious than Democratic ones. Yet at the end of the day, when the Post’s experienced journalists played referee and adjudicated a large body of facts over a significant time period, Republicans fared significantly worse in their judgment.

I want to be clear: I think the work of the Post’s fact checkers is admirable and commendable. Having read their entries, I might dispute a few, but overall it is clear that they are good journalists dedicated to truth and accuracy. There is nothing wrong with them finding more and worse Republican errors—especially if there are more and worse Republican errors. This simply means they are doing their job.

I will concede that someone could still try to use these data to argue that the Post and PolitiFact alike are highly biased against Republicans. That’s what Republicans may do—but to my mind, the consistency across two fact-checking organizations, combined with the fact that these organizations actually seem to go out of their way to criticize Democrats and appear even-handed, points to a much more simple and obvious explanation: Republicans are just more factually wrong.

Democrats, meanwhile, certainly aren’t innocent when it comes to making misleading statements, but their pants are not on fire.
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This fact-checking analysis is pretty telling, especially when presented in combination with my analysis of all the misinformation believed by Fox News viewers.

But there are still more ways of mapping the misinformation mountain. You can also survey and ascend Mount Fib genre by genre, examining false conservative claims about science, about economics, about history, and so on.

That will be my next task. I’ll tackle science in the remainder of this chapter, and economics and history in the next two. There, I’ll show that while Republicans have long claimed to own the field of economics, that’s no longer the case (if it ever was). And history is an arena in which religious conservatives in particular have embraced a nationalistic and religious mythology, rather than recognizing and accepting what actually happened in the U.S. past.

Let’s take science first, however.

I’ve already shown convincingly in a prior book (2005’s The Republican War on Science) that Republicans are overwhelmingly in conflict with modern scientific understanding, across a broad array of environmental, reproductive health, and other ideologically tinged issues. And since then, matters have gotten palpably worse, not better. While there is no point in rewriting that book here—although there are a vast number of needed updates—let me begin with two cases that, for different reasons, could be said to matter the “most.”

First, Republicans are vastly more misinformed about the scientific issue that threatens the planet most of all (climate change). If global warming continues unchecked, the consequences will be vast and dramatic, but one consequence, to my mind, rises above all the others: we will eventually cause the melting of land-based ice that is currently sitting atop Greenland and West Antarctica. In fact, there is already some reason to believe we may be drawing close to crossing the atmospheric carbon dioxide threshold that would lead to the destabilizing of Greenland.

Why worry? These two vast ice sheets contain enough water to raise the global sea level by 13 meters (or about 42 feet). If that were to someday occur, pretty much anything that human beings have built very near to the ocean would be impacted, in some case dramatically so. That includes a lot of major cities.

Who denies that global warming is real and human caused? Here the polling data are absolutely clear: Conservatives—and most overwhelmingly, conservatives who are white and male. Here are some statistics: While just 14 percent of the general public is not at all worried about global warming—and as we can see, they have a staggering amount to be worried about—39 percent of conservative white males aren’t worried at all. Or slice it another way: 36 percent of adults deny scientists have reached a consensus on climate change, as opposed to 59 percent of conservative white males. Or slice it yet another way: while about 3 in 10 American adults don’t believe humans are primarily causing global temperature increases, you can double it to about 6 in 10 for conservative white males.

These conservative white men, especially if they are Tea Party members, are also more inclined to think they understand the climate issue well. Not only are they vastly wrong in their beliefs, but they’re confident in their wrongness.

Conservative reality denial with respect to climate change has become so severe that it is, as climate researcher Ray Bradley points out, now a “litmus test” issue in the Republican Party. We saw precisely this with Mitt Romney during the run-up to the 2012 election: Romney appeared to back down (some may say flip-flop) after making a statement that seemed to affirm his belief that global warming is real and human caused. “Bye bye nomination,” announced Rush Limbaugh—and before long, Romney seemed to have gotten back into line, later commenting that he “[didn’t] know” whether global warming is mostly human caused.

Conservatives—especially religious ones—are also in denial about the single most important thing that we human beings know about ourselves: Namely, that our species evolved by natural selection and therefore shares a common ancestor with every other living thing on Earth.

You really can’t understand many of the most important things about human beings—their aggression and their empathy; their tribalism and their generosity; their intelligence and their biases; their diversity and their similarities—except in light of evolution. Nor can you understand many of the cognitive and information processing phenomena explained in this book, such as the rapid-fire automaticity of our emotional responses, and the way our brains themselves show the stamp of an evolutionary process. Evolution may also help to account for the psychological and even perhaps the political differences between us. We don’t know yet why all of these differences exist. But it may be the case that evolution had some hand in it, even if our political views are not an evolutionary adaptation, but merely a by-product.

So in some ways, this is the largest and most consequential reality gap of all. Many American conservatives don’t even know who or what we are.
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These are by far the two most prominent cases of conservatives resisting scientific reality, but there are many, many others. Indeed, as I was finishing this book, I got into a pitched blog debate with a conservative—Kenneth Green of the American Enterprise Institute—about whether the left or right was more anti-science. I won the debate (at least if you consider getting your opponent to hurl charges of “socialism” a win) in part by showing the egregiousness and the extent of Christian Right attacks on science related to reproductive health, abortion, and sexuality.

There is a vast clustering of scientific falsehoods on the Christian Right, especially when it comes to matters having anything to do with sex. And indeed, this is probably one of the biggest reasons that Republicans and conservatives today are so factually wrong about science: They have a political base composed of conservative religious believers who are convinced that reality and the Bible (read literally, interpreted conservatively) must comport. So it is not just factual errors with these folks—it is entire doctrines that do not align with science, but that are clung to in the face of refutation.

Indeed, Christian conservatives have a strong penchant for fostering counterexpertise to thwart mainstream knowledge. They always have their own expert or experts on hand to make ideologically reinforcing arguments on matters of science, social policy, and much else—usually, experts who are also pro-life, devout Christians. There are conservative Christian PhDs who attack evolution (chiefly housed at Seattle’s Discovery Institute), who downplay the effectiveness of contraception, who call gay and lesbian Americans mentally ill and try to convert them to heterosexuality, and who argue that abortion harms women physically and mentally and causes fetuses pain.

These critiques are all far outside of the scientific mainstream, but that doesn’t stop them. Often, you’ll find just one or two Christian Right scientists who make a speciality out of attacking mainstream knowledge in one tiny area.

I’ve already shown how this works with respect to claims about fetal pain. But let’s take another example of recent relevance—attempts to use Christian Right social “science” to undermine same sex parenting.

As more states and localities allow same-sex marriage, more of these couples will also become partners in raising children, and indeed, many are already doing so outside of marriage. Accordingly, religious conservative “experts” have sought to show—sometimes in court—that social and psychological damage is inflicted on children raised in same sex households, or that they’re indoctrinated into the gay lifestyle.

But the strategy isn’t going very well, because, as the American Psychological Association explains, the relevant research shows that the “development, adjustment, and well-being of children with lesbian and gay parents do not differ markedly from that of children with heterosexual parents.” How do you counter an organization with so much expertise and credibility? Christian conservatives and their allied experts strive to find a “scientific” counterargument, but it’s pretty thin gruel.

One favored strategy is literally citing the wrong studies. There is, after all, a vast amount of research on kids in heterosexual two-parent families, and mostly these kids do quite well—certainly better than kids in single-parent families. Christian conservatives then cite these studies to argue that heterosexual families are best for kids, but there’s just one problem (which happens to be absolutely fundamental). In the studies of heterosexual two-parent families where children fare well, the comparison group is families with one mother or one father—not two mothers or two fathers. So to leap from these studies to conclusions about same sex parenting, explains University of Virginia social scientist Charlotte Patterson, is “what we call in the trade bad sampling techniques.”

One go-to person for the Christian Right on this topic has been psychologist and Baptist minister George Rekers, who has testified in several court cases involving gay adoptions and foster care. Rekers has written that “to search for truth about homosexuality in psychology and psychiatry, while ignoring God, will result in futile and foolish speculations.” Not surprisingly, he contests the research showing that the kids are all right in families with same sex parents and argues that lesbian and gay parents are more likely to have tumultuous relationships, substance-abuse problems, and various psychological conditions.

In Arkansas and in Florida, however, judges have strongly criticized his testimony. “Dr. Rekers’ beliefs are motivated by his strong ideological and theological convictions that are not consistent with the science,” wrote Judge Cindy Lederman in a 2008 Florida gay adoption case. “It was apparent from both Dr. Rekers’ testimony and attitude on the stand that he was there primarily to promote his own personal ideology,” wrote another judge, Arkansas’ Timothy Davis Fox, in a 2004 case involving gay foster care.

Thus, on the well-being of children raised by same-sex partners—as in many other areas—conservative Christian “counterexpertise” forays are often easily spotted. They haven’t fared well in court (whether in cases involving evolution or same-sex parenting) or gained purchase within the scientific community.

But no matter—they never stop coming.

Fetal pain and same-sex parenting are classic examples of the Christian Right coming up with dubious scientific claims. So is pretty much everything said in the unending attempt to “scientifically” undermine evolution. But what’s striking is just how many other perfectly parallel examples there are. Here’s a quick staccato summary:


Homosexuality. Religious conservatives don’t just attack same-sex parenting. This is just one of a large corpus of false claims used to denigrate homosexuality—all of which have been refuted by the American Psychological Association. These include the assertion that people can “choose” whether to be gay, that homosexuality is a type of disorder, and that it can be cured through “reparative” therapy.

Health Risks of Abortion. To try to dissuade women from having abortions, Christian conservatives often incorrectly assert that undergoing the procedure increases a woman’s risk of breast cancer or mental disorders. Both of these claims have been refuted through epidemiological research.

Stem Cells. Many religious conservatives—most recently supported by GOP presidential candidate Newt Gingrich—have asserted that adult stem cells can supplant embryonic ones for research purposes. To the contrary, and despite many insights involving adult stem cells, the scientific consensus remains that the best research strategy is to pursue both avenues of study simultaneously, because we do not know where research will lead.

Contraception and Sex Education. Conservative Christians are notorious for exaggerating the failure rates of condoms, for attacking successful comprehensive sex education programs (which teach about both abstinence and birth control), and for exaggerating the effectiveness of abstinence only education programs (which generally have failed to show success in research evaluations).



Confronted with such sweeping evidence of conservative error, there remains the counterargument: What about cases where liberals and Democrats are also doggedly wrong about something important? Such cases certainly exist—though as I will show, they’re rarer and of far less political significance.

Still, they cannot be ignored. Chapter 12 will consider several such cases, explicitly related to science. But let me acknowledge, up front, the single most egregious left-wing delusion that is currently relevant and of which I’m aware. In a 2006 Scripps Howard survey, Democrats were found to be significantly more likely than Republicans to endorse the wild “Truther” conspiracy theory about the Bush government either directly assisting in the September 11 attacks, or letting them happen because Bush wanted a war in the Middle East.

That’s a pretty clear instance of grave liberal delusion. But even here, there remains a key distinction between left- and right-wing misinformation. And that is that you don’t find Democratic elites, intellectuals, or elected representatives endorsing 9/11 Trutherism. They know it’s embarrassing, and they stay away from it. But that is not the case with right-wing equivalents, ranging from global warming denial (which essentially postulates a global scientific conspiracy to deceive us all) to claims that President Obama was not born in the United States.

Although this is less directly relevant to national public policy, let me also concede that certain types of paranoid conspiracy thinking, and also certain kinds of woolly-headed pop health and medical thinking, are either bipartisan or perhaps even left-clustered in some cases. When it comes to believing in poorly supported (and in some cases unsupportable) alternative health remedies and diets, and shunning mainstream medicine, this is also known to be a phenomenon of bicoastal liberal elite cities and lefty college towns.

I certainly do not contend, then, that those on the left are incapable of delusion, motivated reasoning, or the rest. That would be foolish. However, I do strongly contend that there is a vastly disproportionate distribution of political falsehoods in mainstream American politics. Not only are the bulk of them coming from the right, but the left is more willing to weigh counterarguments and modify its stance when proven wrong—or at least, liberals are more than happy to attack their own for being in error. And liberal elites usually do not lend credence to these claims. The right behaves differently.

To show this, I now want to focus on two more areas where the U.S. political right is exceedingly wrong and engaged in a dramatic amount of biased and motivated reasoning: economics and U.S. history.
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Chapter Ten

The Republican War on Economics

There are people who literally walk across the street when they see me coming.”

Bruce Bartlett is sitting in an Irish pub in Great Falls, Virginia, explaining how he became a heretic on the U.S. political right. In the course of our conversation, what comes across most clearly is that Bartlett is the kind of person who says exactly what he thinks—which, it seems, was a large part of the problem.

“It’s absolutely amazing the uniformity of attitudes you hear from conservatives,” says Bartlett. “It’s like they use the same identical words.” Bartlett hews to no such line: When we talked he was coming off a large press blip for calling Texas governor Rick Perry an “idiot” on CNN. (The provocation was Perry’s remark that it would be “almost treasonous” for Federal Reserve chairman Ben Bernanke to launch another bout of quantitative easing prior to the 2012 election.)

You might think, based on his resume, that Bartlett would have impeccable cred in the conservative movement. Trained as a historian, but frankly an economics wonk, over his career Bartlett has worked in the Reagan White House, the George H.W. Bush Treasury department, on staff for Congressional Republicans (including Ron Paul and Jack Kemp), and on the think tank circuit—Cato Institute and Heritage Foundation. He’s seen all parts of the conservative movement. He’s kicked the tires. “For a long time, I was a very loyal Republican,” he offers.

But near the middle of George W. Bush’s first term in office, Bartlett began sensing something was very amiss. In late 2003, Bush and Congress created Medicare Part D to pay for senior citizens’ prescription drugs—and did so in a way that not only blocked the government from negotiating with pharmaceutical companies for better prices, but added considerably to federal budget deficits. “I was just absolutely flabbergasted,” says Bartlett, “because any half competent budget analyst knew Medicare was our number one budget problem.”

Working at that time for the conservative, Dallas-based National Center for Policy Analysis, Bartlett became increasingly critical of the administration. He made particularly large waves when he was quoted in The New York Times Magazine in late 2004, accusing George W. Bush of “[dispensing] with people who confront him with inconvenient facts . . . Absolute faith like that overwhelms a need for analysis.” Bartlett then exercised his own need for analysis in his bestselling 2005 book Impostor: How George W. Bush Bankrupted America and Betrayed the Reagan Legacy, which denounced the president for terrible fiscal stewardship—for not being a good economic conservative—but carefully stayed away from criticizing Bush on social and foreign policy.

“I thought, naively, if I just wrote about only domestic policy and quoted a lot of conservatives, and wrote only stuff that no conservative could disagree with on the substance, and documented it well, then people would be forced to accept it,” Bartlett remembers.

Instead, the National Center for Policy Analysis dismissed Bartlett after seeing the manuscript. According to a report that soon emerged in The New York Times, the conservative outlet “did not want to be associated with that kind of work.” Bartlett, it seemed, had betrayed the team, the group. He had been far too individualistic, and frankly, too Open.

The transformation was complete, and now Bartlett no longer calls himself a Republican—though he still insists that, in the Burkean sense, he’s a conservative. “I think we should conserve what’s good,” he explains. But trying to conserve intellectual conservatism has been a losing battle—and like a Kerry Emanuel of economics, Bartlett has grown more and more outspoken about how off-base the right has become on fiscal and monetary policy. To read his work over the past few years is to quickly see that conservatives have become just as anti-economics as they are anti-science. And we’re not talking about debatable or nuanced matters here, like whether you’re a Keynesian or a follower of Milton Friedman, and in what context. As Bartlett explains, the right today doesn’t even follow Friedman—a onetime free market conservative icon and Reagan adviser—any longer.

“Now all the kooks have gone over to bashing the Fed, going for the gold standard,” says Bartlett. “Somehow Ben Bernanke should be strung up for even thinking about increasing the money supply. That used to be the standard conservative response, and now it’s not even allowed to be discussed.”

“Milton Friedman, if he were alive, he’d be saying, ‘you’re all nuts,’” says Bartlett.
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Economics has long been the one academic discipline that conservatives feel they own. To hear a Bartlett or David Frum tell it, the period from the 1970s up through the Reagan years was a time of intellectual ferment and excitement on the right, precisely because of the introduction of new and heretical thinking in economics.

But whether conservatives can still make such a claim to the field is dubious. Even though they’re less liberal than experts in some other fields, academic economists today are liberal by nearly a 3:1 margin, according to the research of sociologists Neil Gross and Solon Simmons discussed earlier. Even if you sample the average citizen, rather than the expert class, liberals do not appear any worse at basic economic reasoning than conservatives.

For instance, in a 2009 survey that tested the public’s “economic Enlightenment” by asking 17 questions—some clearly designed to trap liberals, and some clearly designed to trap conservatives or libertarians—the two groups performed equally poorly on the specific questions that were crafted to trip them up. For instance, liberals and progressives didn’t do so hot when asked to agree or disagree that “Rent-control laws lead to housing shortages” (they do) and “Free trade leads to unemployment” (it doesn’t, overall). But conservatives and libertarians didn’t do so hot when asked to agree or disagree that “Gun-control laws fail to reduce people’s access to guns” (they don’t fail). And conservatives in particular did much worse when asked to agree or disagree that “Making abortions illegal would increase the number of black market-abortions” (it obviously would).

Less important than the flubs made in surveys, though, are the wrongheaded economic claims now fully embraced and repeated endlessly by conservative elites—elected representatives, think tank mavens, and commentators. We’re talking about assertions that are rejected by a consensus of economic experts, or that are just outright false, but that we nevertheless find conservatives wedded to and unwilling to let go of because they backstop core beliefs. These are everywhere nowadays, and they’re hugely consequential falsehoods to boot. They lie at the very center of public debate over fiscal policy and the state of our economy.

It isn’t just misinformation about taxes, deficits, and how our economy came to ail so badly—though there’s plenty of that. But we’re also talking about putting the entire U.S. economy and way of life in jeopardy on the basis of questionable economics, the way the Tea Party debt ceiling deniers did. And now they’ve begun an ill-informed attack on the one institution above all that must remain above politics in this country: The Federal Reserve.

Without saying that liberals and Democrats have never gotten anything wrong on economics, then, we can safely say this—they don’t show the same denial of reality today. Nor do extreme left-wing economic positions have any real sway at present.

“The problem with left wing economics,” says Bartlett, “is really that you never hear it.”
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To show how Republicans have embraced faith-based economics, let’s start with one whopping false claim that we’ve already encountered in these pages. When it was directly refuted right before their eyes in Brendan Nyhan’s and Jason Reifler’s motivated reasoning study, conservatives were apparently so affronted that they showed a “backfire effect.”

I’m referring to the claim, straight from George W. Bush’s mouth and the mouths of many members of his administration, and many other conservatives, that tax cuts increase government revenue—or, as Bartlett puts it, “pay for themselves.” Mitch McConnell, the Senate minority leader, put it like this in 2010:

That’s been the majority Republican view for some time. That there’s no evidence whatsoever that the Bush tax cuts actually diminished revenue. They increased revenue, because of the vibrancy of these tax cuts in the economy. [Italics added]

McConnell himself asserts that most Republicans believe this—and if that’s true, then it’s very strong evidence for this book’s argument. Because the claim is completely without foundation.

It’s true that tax cuts can stimulate the economy and cause growth. And this may, in turn, ultimately lead to some increase in tax revenue. But no serious economist thinks tax cuts (especially the Bush tax cuts) stimulate the economy enough to fully replace the revenue lost to the government from cutting taxes in the first place.

Indeed, according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, tax cuts enacted under George W. Bush increased federal budget deficits by some $1.5 trillion between 2001 and 2007. Bush’s own Council of Economic Advisers chair N. Gregory Mankiw, the Harvard economist, has likened the idea that tax cuts increase overall revenue to that of “some snake oil salesman . . . trying to sell a miracle cure for what ails the economy.”

And this is just the first of many questionable economic claims now used to support a government-shrinking agenda, to defend conservative policies and—perhaps most important, from the perspective of supporting the in-group and denigrating the out-group—to attack liberal ones.

The notion that tax cuts pay for themselves is a linchpin of the present conservative view that tax cuts are always good, and tax raises always bad. Almost all congressional Republicans have signed a pledge, to Grover Norquist’s Americans for Tax Reform, that effectively requires them to hew to this supremely Manichean stance. This, in turn, leads to much inflexibility, and much all-or-nothing negotiating. For their pledge notwithstanding, the truth about tax cuts can never be an absolute one: It’s always situational. They’re very good in some contexts, very bad in others, and everything in between (especially since there are so many different kinds of taxes, from highway tolls to cigarette taxes to real estate taxes to the AMT).

A closely related falsehood is the notion that George W. Bush and his tax cuts are not to blame for the vast deficits we’re now laboring under. That Bush had a major hand here is obvious to anyone who analyzes the U.S. fiscal situation—yet conservatives manage to claim otherwise. Here, for instance, is Senator Orrin Hatch in April of 2011: “America has a debt crisis not because citizens are taxed too little, but because government spends too much.”

The Bush tax cuts are not, to be sure, the sole cause of our predicament—any more than Closedness, alone, explains Republicans. The economic story, too, is multifaceted and multicausal. It involves many things that occurred during the 2000s, and most of all, the Great Recession. But even setting the last factor aside, the large majority of them were on Bush’s watch. And insofar as some occurred on Obama’s—like passing the 2009 stimulus bill—that’s because he was trying to put out the fires that raged when he took office.

To show as much, consider a recent Pew Charitable Trusts analysis of our budgetary plight. Pew wanted to understand why there was such a vast difference between the Congressional Budget Office’s January 2001 projection of where we’d be right now—the CBO expected then that we’d be running a more than $2 trillion surplus—and our actual state of affairs: some $10 trillion in publicly held debt (a figure that does not include much additional debt held in government accounts). That’s a roughly $12 trillion growth in publicly held debt over a decade. What caused that huge change?

According to Pew’s analysis, the 2001 and 2003 Bush tax cuts added up to 13 percent of the total, making these tax cuts one of the largest single contributors to the growth in debt. But of course there were many other contributors, including the two wars (10 percent), Medicare Part D (2 percent), increased spending (15 percent), other tax cuts (5 percent) and increased interest costs (11 percent), the Recovery Act (6 percent), and extending the Bush tax cuts in 2010 (3 percent). The biggest single factor was “technical and economic changes” at 28 percent, which includes the recession.

The fundamental point, demonstrated eloquently by these figures, is that annual deficits—which steadily increase our national debt—by definition arise from an imbalance between spending and revenue, where the former exceeds the latter. That means they can be reduced either through cuts in spending or increases in revenue. But today’s Republicans will not countenance the latter, even though major revenue decreases (under Bush) are a key factor underlying current deficits.

To square their circle, Republicans therefore have to engage in intense motivated reasoning about taxes and deficits. Here’s how Bartlett recently explained it, in his admirably neat and factual tone:

Simple common sense tells anyone who examines the data that tax cuts are responsible for a substantial proportion of the budget deficit and the increase in debt since 2001. Therefore, it is not unreasonable for tax increases to play a role in getting the nation’s finances on a sustainable basis. The Republican position that the Bush tax cuts had nothing to do with our current fiscal crisis is incorrect.

Thus far, I’ve really only touched on economic falsehoods involving the legacy of the George W. Bush administration, and how that legacy affects where we stand today. For conservatives, these play a very important psychological role. They help to defend a Republican president (the team) and an orthodoxy—that tax cuts are always good.

But when President Obama took office, the dynamic rapidly shifted from in-group bolstering to out-group denigration. At this point, the economic falsehoods arguably became even more intense, and many new ones sprang up—because many conservatives thought pretty much everything Obama (the “socialist”) did was wrong.

Take the Tea Party response to the 2009 economic stimulus bill (technically the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act), hastily passed at the beginning of the Obama presidency to save the crashing economy from tumbling into a full blown depression. According to an early 2010 analysis by the Congressional Budget Office, the law added “between 1.0 million and 2.1 million to the number of workers employed in the United States” during the last 3 months of 2009 alone, reducing unemployment by as much as 1.1 percent.

But as the 2010 election campaign heated up, Republicans began attacking the stimulus virulently—and some even went so far as to claim it had failed outright to create jobs. The Tea Party-linked advocacy group Americans for Prosperity, as well as numerous GOP candidates and campaign ads, baldly asserted that the stimulus bill did not create jobs; that it was a “jobless stimulus,” did “nothing to reduce employment,” and so on. GOP presidential candidate Rick Perry also repeated this claim in a September 2011 primary debate, asserting that the stimulus created “zero jobs”—a claim for which he quickly drew a PolitiFact “pants on fire” rating.

The real assessment of the stimulus is far more complex and, naturally, nuanced: In a dramatic recession, many more jobs were lost than the stimulus was able to save. So even though it likely created or saved a few million jobs, the bill merely softened a very hard economic landing. There’s an extremely strong argument that a much bigger stimulus was needed; but that doesn’t make the one that passed worthless, or prove that it didn’t work. It did—just not enough.

Counterfactual attacks on the stimulus bill were just a beginning. By 2010, just one year into Obama’s term, the Tea Party had fashioned yet another big lie about the president’s economic policies—the notion that President Obama had raised their taxes.

This has been quite the tax-cutting administration. The stimulus bill, for instance, contained a variety of tax cuts that lowered rates for 98 percent of working families and individuals alike, according to Citizens for Tax Justice. The cuts came through the “Making Work Pay” tax credit, changes to the alternative minimum tax (AMT) and earned income tax credit, and other modifications.

Yet by early 2010, surveys showed that Tea Party supporters thought Obama had raised their taxes. For instance, in April of 2010, after the stimulus bill tax cuts had already taken effect, a New York Times/CBS poll found that 64 percent of Tea Partiers thought the president had increased taxes for most Americans, while only 34 percent of the general public held the same misconception. (Ninety-two percent of Tea Partiers in the same poll believed Barack Obama was moving the U.S. toward socialism.)

Meanwhile, in the real world, the tax cuts continued. At the end of 2010, President Obama and the Republican Congress agreed to extend George W. Bush’s tax cuts, preventing what would otherwise have been a tax “increase” when they expired. In this negotiation, the Obama administration also secured a payroll tax cut, lowering the amount that workers paid out for Social Security. As a consequence, concludes PolitiFact, “a majority of Americans have seen reduced taxes under President Obama.”

But if the fact checkers are getting involved, that means that demonstrably false claims are being circulated. And as usual, they’re coming from the political right, where there remains a concerted effort to depict President Obama as a tax raiser. The Heritage Foundation in particular has denounced the president on this front—based largely on a variety of provisions in his health care bill, which do indeed raise selected taxes in certain situations, for certain people. “Obamacare and New Taxes: Destroying Jobs and the Economy,” reads one of their headlines. It’s dated January 20, 2011—only about a month after the deal between the president and congressional Republicans to keep taxes low by ensuring the Bush tax cuts did not expire.

It’s certainly true that even as he has slashed income taxes, President Obama has presided over some selected tax increases that will affect certain people—increased taxes on cigarettes, for instance. The health care reform bill, too, contained targeted taxes: on indoor tanning salons, those who don’t buy health insurance (to get them to do so), and increased Medicare taxes on the wealthy. But this is surely not what most people—including Tea Party members—are thinking when they claim that Obama raised their taxes.

And then, of course, there’s the logical consequence of wrongly exonerating President Bush for current deficits—which is to say, wrongly blaming them on President Obama. To give just one example, Rep. Michele Bachmann has repeatedly displayed a chart in which two towering blue deficit column are shown for the years 2009 and 2010 (representing President Obama’s first two years in office), and a series of small red deficit columns are shown for 2002–2008 (representing Bush’s presidency). The suggestion is that in the years 2009 and 2010, deficits and debt suddenly ballooned—and this is President Obama’s fault, as it happened on his watch.

We’ve already seen where the debt actually comes from—the Bush legacy, the recession, and finally, a few moves by President Obama to extinguish fires. And we’ve seen that Obama was dealt a nearly impossible hand, both by his predecessor and the recession. Blaming him for the size of ongoing deficits or the debt is unreal.

I want to emphasize that the consequence of falsehoods like these is not small. They are at the center of national economic policy, going to the very heart of our current financial plight. And still, it gets worse.
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“It’s the most monumental insanity that I can even imagine.”

As usual, Bruce Bartlett wasn’t pulling any punches. Especially not when it came to the idea that the U.S. might default on its debts—drawing a credit downgrade, alarming other countries and investors about the safety of our bonds, leading them to seek havens elsewhere for their money, and causing our borrowing costs to go up . . . and many, many other terrible things to happen.

Bartlett said these words, to Salon.com, fully half a year before the debt ceiling crisis reached its summer peak. But then, he’d been warning about precisely this disaster since long before the November 2010 election—the Tea Party election. Even then, he could already see that Republicans were going to pick up congressional seats, and the debt limit would need to be raised so the Treasury Department could continue to pay the country’s bills. And he fretted that “a growing number of conservatives have suggested that default on the debt wouldn’t be such a bad thing.” As one of them had put it: “Government spending is our economy’s unspoken ill, and the day a default leads to the starvation of this economy-retarding beast is the day the U.S. economy really starts to boom.”

To the contrary, Bartlett warned, a default would have devastating consequences that those advocating it “have absolutely no clue about.”

Bartlett was prescient. And as the crisis drew nearer and nearer, he became a chief debunker of the suddenly mainstream GOP doctrine of debt ceiling denial. I’ll survey the (bogus) arguments in a moment, but first, we need a bit more background on the debt ceiling, and the political context in which this reality-denying fight occurred.

The debt ceiling is a troublingly oddity of U.S. law. It’s a statutory limit on borrowing by the U.S. Treasury, one that has to be raised occasionally so the department can continue to pay for obligations already incurred by Congress and presidents. In other words, Congress votes to spend money, and then occasionally votes again to let the Treasury pay for what Congress has already committed to.

As Bartlett repeatedly emphasized, it is therefore deeply hypocritical for members of Congress to vote for spending bills on the one hand, and then oppose raising the debt ceiling to fund the consequences of those votes on the other. The Treasury Department would not need to break through debt ceilings unless Congresses and presidents had approved unbalanced budgets and deficit spending.

Coming off the 2010 election, Tea Party Republicans saw an opportunity in the looming debt ceiling vote. They could threaten to block a debt ceiling increase, and thereby extract grand budgetary concessions and shrink government. Some even actually seemed to want to let a default happen: It would lead to a kind of automatic budget balancing and government shrinkage, since the Treasury Department would be unable to pay out more money than it actually had.

To be sure, this scenario would have made for quite the harsh budget balancing—but then, as Bartlett puts it, “they like recessions. They think they’re a cleansing mechanism, and you need the collapse to happen as soon as possible, because as soon as you reach the bottom you can go back up again.

“It’s reasonable,” Bartlett continues, “if you think sticking a knife in your eye is a good way to deal with glaucoma.”

What came to be known as debt ceiling denial amounted to a motivated rationalization of these tactics. The first and more simple argument was that somehow a U.S. government default on its debts would be a good thing, or at least better than the alternative of continuing to have huge debts and a spendthrift government. Rep. Ron Paul, for instance, wrote that “default will be painful, but it is all but inevitable for a country as heavily indebted as the U.S.” John Tamny, the Forbes columnist, also epitomized this view, writing that this “starve the beast” approach would usher in an era of new productivity, since too much government spending was the real problem with the economy.

This position is certainly coherent—but also senseless, because of the massive pain it would inflict.

While it is impossible to predict exactly what would happen if the U.S. were to default, there was every reason to be gravely concerned. Reasonably foreseeable consequences included credit downgrades, a new recession, rising interest rates on future debt, and reverberations throughout the entire economy: more unemployment, greater costs on personal loans, including car loans and mortgages, and so on.

Much debt ceiling denialism was subtler and more insidious than this, though. The more sophisticated deniers acknowledged that it would be wrong and intolerable for the U.S. to default on its debts, but simultaneously argued that the debt ceiling didn’t really need to be raised by the date (August 2, 2011) that Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner had given as his deadline—the last possible day before his department would be unable to pay some of its obligations.

Led by Republican Senator Pat Toomey of Pennsylvania, among others, these deniers argued that Geithner could simply pay off the government’s bond creditors first, and then prioritize subsequent payments. And it was claimed that this would not really be a “default”—bondholders would always get their money, so where was the risk?

It’s just that, well, a lot of other somebodys wouldn’t get paid under this “prioritization” scenario. Who would they be? Military contractors? Social security recipients? Medicare beneficiaries? The FBI? That was never clear, but any such choosing of winners and losers would be extremely painful and problematic. “How the Treasury will decide who gets paid and who doesn’t is a complete mystery and a problem that no conservative to my knowledge has given a second’s thought to,” wrote Bartlett of this disturbing idea.

Take just the month of August 2011. A study by the Bipartisan Policy Center estimated that the Treasury would only take in about $172.4 billion during the month, but would owe $306.7 billion. So the Center constructed a scenario in which the department used the incoming money to pay its interest on bonds and to pay for social security benefits, Medicare and Medicaid benefits, unemployment insurance, and military contractors—totaling about $172 billion. This would then necessitate not paying for the Departments of Labor, Justice, Energy, and Education; not paying for the Environmental Protection Agency; not paying federal salaries or for veterans programs; not paying for housing assistance for the poor; and much, much else.

This would have been not only unfair, but likely financially catastrophic. From Geithner’s perspective, it was just “default by another name.” Just because the debt ceiling deniers used a narrower definition of “default” does not mean that it was reasonable to subject the United States to such turmoil, or even to suggest doing so.
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I wish we were finished. But we’re not.

In late 2010, the Federal Reserve, chaired by Bush appointee Ben Bernanke, announced something called QE2: a second round of “quantitative easing,” in which the national bank bought up $600 billion of its own bonds. Hence the charge from conservatives, like Texas governor Rick Perry, that the Fed was “printing money,” although technically it was not. But new money was certainly being created, injected into the system in the hope of increasing bank lending and generating further economic stimulus.

From that point on, a rumbling conservative distrust of the Federal Reserve began to build, as conservatives (rather opportunistically, in light of the fact that any economic improvement might help President Obama) denounced the idea of creating more money on the grounds that it threatens the value of existing currency. Sarah Palin, for one, opined that we “shouldn’t be playing around with inflation” and asserted that grocery store prices had gone up.

There’s certainly a risk of inflation when you create new money. But the idea that inflation is something we should focus on right now, amidst much more momentous economic hardships—and at a time when inflation is, at this writing, not raising any alarm bells—is ostrich-like.

Nevertheless, the anti-Fed cry led to an extraordinary occurrence: In September 2011, Republican leaders in Congress actually sent Bernanke a letter urging him to cease attempts at monetary stimulus—as if this is a decision that politicians, rather than expert economists, ought to be making.

The Republicans’ stated reason for pressuring the Fed was very peculiar. QE2, they said, had “likely led to more fluctuations and uncertainty in our already weak economy.” Further such actions, House Speaker Boehner and his colleagues intoned, “may erode the already weakened U.S. dollar or promote more borrowing by overleveraged consumers.”

“I’m not shocked by much anymore, but I am shocked by this: the leaders of one of the great parties in Congress calling on the Federal Reserve to tighten money in the throes of the most prolonged downturn since the Great Depression,” wrote David Frum when the GOP letter came out. Presumably Frum can still can remember the days when Milton Friedman, who would have supported monetary easing, was a GOP icon.

The claim of the GOP leadership is deeply disturbing, in that the core problem with the economy as of this writing (in early October 2011) is precisely the opposite of what Republicans say. It isn’t inflation or people getting into too much debt. It’s unemployment and lack of growth. It’s a failure to come out of the recession with the speed that had been hoped for, which is precisely why it was appropriate for the Fed to take additional action.

In sum, Republican economic unreality now extends into monetary policy, and includes rejecting the views of Milton Friedman and pressuring the Federal Reserve, always insulated from politics (until now), to take precisely the opposite actions from those that are needed as we continue to reel from the Great Recession.
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As my discussion with Bruce Bartlett about the right wing’s economic follies continued—including conservatives taking positions that, just a few years earlier, conservatives denounced—something occurred to me. Bartlett was a nuanced and a situational economic thinker, rather than one who insists upon strict all-or-nothing rules or black and white approaches. And that (along with his mouth) was what got him in so much trouble with today’s conservatives.

Bartlett was explaining to me his long study of Keynesianism—the view that when an economy freezes, the government has to step in and spend to get the gears turning again. The political right today, explains Bartlett, believes that “any sort of Keynesian fiscal stimulus is not only wrong, but counterproductive.” Instead, for conservatives, it’s tax cuts, tax cuts, tax cuts, no matter the situation—a very un-nuanced application of the supply side economics of the Reagan years.

Bartlett himself was a chief proponent of supply side economics—back then. He authored the book Reaganomics in 1981. But he doesn’t think the time for Reaganomics is now, because he doesn’t think that one economic truth obtains in every economic situation. “Right at the moment when the economy collapsed, it was immediately apparent to me that the whole Keynesian idea was now exactly applicable to the circumstances of the time,” says Bartlett. “Rather than being dead, it was coming back like a Phoenix.”

“I still think the supply side model fits in other circumstances,” he adds, “but it’s certainly not applicable today. We have an excess of supply—why do we need more supply?”

When circumstances change, a flexible thinker like Bartlett can find himself on the same side as a liberal economist like Paul Krugman. Meanwhile, the rigid right keeps pushing tax cuts, and now, “don’t print money”—not so much thoughts any longer, but chants.
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Chapter Eleven

The Republican War on History

“What we see in here isn’t always the same as what we read in books, or see on TV. So what? We know the truth, and that’s good enough for us.”

So speaks Addison, a young female character in former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee’s cartoon Learn our History series. In the series—tagline: “Take Pride in America’s Past”—a group of kids called the “TimeCycle Academy” ride their bikes back in time to learn about U.S. history. But not just any version: It’s a mythologized and religiously infused account, provided to counter the alleged “hate America” narratives of the cultural left.

Thus in the sample World War II video, Adolf Hitler’s evil is unleashed across Europe, but the U.S. rallies and even the “gals,” like Rosie the Riveter, pitch in. At least in the sample video, however, Franklin Delano Roosevelt appears absent.

Huckabee’s series offers another sample video about the Reagan Revolution. At its beginning, America of the late 1970s faces a “financial, international, and moral crisis”—epitomized by scenes of Washington, D.C. drowning in squalor and street crime. But “one man with some very big ideas set out to make a huge impact.” He gave people “hope,” says Addison. Then, at a speech given in New Hampshire in September of 1980, we see a campaigning Ronald Reagan saying,

God had a plan for America. I see it as a shining city on a hill. If we ever forget that we are one nation under God, then we will be one nation gone under.

“One man transformed a nation . . . and the world,” Huckabee’s video goes on to declare—and soon the Cold War has been won, with Reagan ordering Gorbachev to “tear down this wall.”

From a liberal perspective, this is hogwash. Words like reductionist, triumphalist, even jingoist come to mind. For Huckabee, it would appear that history is a simple, linear story that makes America look great—and why not? We are God’s chosen, after all.

It gets worse. It looks like the Ronald Reagan quotation above isn’t even something the former President said—or at least not in September of 1980, while campaigning in New Hampshire. Rather, the words seem to be an amalgam of many things Reagan said over the years: a composite speech, at best. Reagan often spoke of a “shining city on a hill.” That great line—“if we ever forget that we’re one nation under God, then we will be a nation gone under”—was said at an Ecumenical Prayer Breakfast in Dallas, Texas on August 23, 1984.

A liberal found this out, of course—tracked it back to the sources, proved it. As if the goal of this sort of conservative history is to keep good footnotes.
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The Huckabee series is just one in a number of recurring cases in which conservative politicians, intellectuals, and activists have been caught committing historical fouls for ideological reasons. Consider a few recent episodes, several quite infamous:


	After touring Boston’s Freedom Trail and the Paul Revere house in June 2011, Sarah Palin stated that Revere, on his famous midnight ride, “warned the British that they weren’t going to be taking away our arms, by ringing those bells and making sure as he’s riding his horse through town to send those warning shots and bells that we were going to be secure and we were going to be free and we were going to be armed.” The errors here are multiple. Palin is anachronistically interpreting Revere as an icon of a right to bear arms that didn’t exist yet—this was before the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. Revere’s ride was not to “warn the British”—it was to warn prominent colonists like Samuel Adams and John Hancock that the British were coming—and it was highly secretive. There was no ringing of bells. Later, Revere was captured by the British (though he was trying to avoid them) and he did try to spook them with some puffed up talk about how many armed colonists there were. But obviously this was not the purpose of his ride.

Palin nevertheless refused to admit correction and stood by her statement—seizing on this last detail in particular.



	In a January 2011 speech in Iowa, Michele Bachmann, celebrating the U.S.’s tradition of inclusivity and diversity, claimed that the Founding Fathers “worked tirelessly until slavery was no more in the United States.” She then cited John Quincy Adams, our sixth president, as an example. There are, again, many problems here: Many of the founders owned slaves, and the Constitution treated slaves as three-fifths of a person for the purposes of apportioning representatives to different states. And John Quincy Adams, who did oppose slavery, was not a founder.

Nevertheless, when asked about her claim by George Stephanopoulos of ABC, Bachmann, like Palin, stood her ground. She explicitly called John Quincy Adams a “Founding Father”—even though he was born in 1767 and so would have been a mere child in 1776, and just 20 years old when the Constitution was signed (not by him).



	In 2010 in Texas, a Republican-dominated state Board of Education changed the social studies curriculum to require high school government classes to cast doubt on the idea that there’s a constitutionally mandated separation of church and state. Specifically, the new standards state that students should “examine the reasons the Founding Fathers protected religious freedom in America and guaranteed it free exercise by saying that ‘Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,’ and compare and contrast this to the phrase ‘separation of church and state.’” Where’s the contrast? The First Amendment’s prohibition against Congress’s creating an “establishment of religion” (the so-called Establishment Clause) has indeed been interpreted by the courts as creating such a “separation”—based in significant part on writings of Thomas Jefferson. In an 1802 letter to the Danbury Baptists, Jefferson described the purpose of the Establishment Clause in precisely this way, writing:
Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies solely between Man & his God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the legitimate powers of government reach actions only, & not opinions, I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole American people which declared that their legislature should “make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” thus building a wall of separation between Church & State.


	In 2011 David Barton, a Christian conservative and head of a Texas-based organization called WallBuilders—which describes itself as “presenting America’s forgotten history and heroes, with an emphasis on our moral, religious, and constitutional heritage”—claimed that the Founding Fathers already had “the entire debate on creation-evolution,” and that Tom Paine had stated that “you’ve got to teach creation science in the public school classroom. The scientific method demands that.” Paine, a deist and a crusader against organized religion, died in 1809, the same year that Charles Darwin was born. “Creation science”—centered on the claim that the Earth is less than 10,000 years old—is an American fundamentalist invention of the 20th century.



Embedded in these examples, one finds historical errors of many types. There are simple factual mistakes that seem to emanate from confusion, but that also have an ideological tinge and then are rigidly defended. There are egregious, motivated misrepresentations (the Texas Board of Education trying to sow doubt among students about whether the First Amendment creates a separation of church and state). Finally, there’s anachronism, “the unthinking assumption that people in the past behaved and thought as we do,” as the British historian John Tosh defines it—which is the only way Barton can possibly talk about a “creation-evolution” debate occurring before Darwin, and about Tom Paine advocating “creation science.”

But don’t just focus on the specific errors and misrepresentations—we know by now that people will commit almost any sort of reasoning flub in service of an emotional goal. Rather, what’s important here is to sense that goal, that deeper purpose. The misinformation here isn’t of an idle, accidental sort. As with the Huckabee videos, these erroneous stories are told in service of a broader triumphal and providential narrative about America—Reagan’s “shining city on a hill.”

In this story, America is a unique nation, blessed and chosen by God, founded in religious faith. It has righteousness and good on its side—and its enemies (Nazis, Soviet communists, and so on) are the purest incarnation of evil on Earth. America has been threatened, but great leaders (chosen by God) have emerged at critical times to win the fight against those forces—epitomized by Ronald Reagan.

The story is a Christian one, a Manichean one, a simplistic one, a comforting one, and a certain one. Psychologically, it is deeply conservative. It is about nothing if not maintaining and honoring tradition—in this case, the tradition of America as a great and heroic nation (whose citizens keep themselves armed and free!).

The problem—for fact-loving liberals—is that this isn’t an accurate story. It doesn’t obey the evidentiary canons of academic historians, and the details it ignores deeply complicate or confound the conservative narrative. There are ugly moments in America’s past, too, ones that you can’t paper over. Slavery. Segregation. Lynchings. The slaughter of native Americans. Japanese internment during World War II. This doesn’t make America a bad country today: We’ve changed a lot, learned a lot, progressed a lot. But it doesn’t help to whitewash and mythologize things—or, so reason liberals and academic historians.

But as we’ve already seen, when it comes to biased conservative reasoning on behalf of deeply held beliefs, rigorous scholarly accuracy has little to do with it. What matters is having an argument—any argument, so long as it meets the minimum threshold of making you feel reaffirmed and sure of what you think, and what your group thinks. What matters is whether you can cobble together, and defend, an assortment of facts that bolster your identity and satisfy your psychological needs.

On history—as on science, as on economics—conservatives have done just this. They’ve written a powerful and compelling (though inaccurate) script that reinforces their system of beliefs in both a logical and an emotional way—a narrative they can then pass on to children at their earliest ages, as in Huckabee’s videos. In many ways quite brilliant and even beautiful in its simplicity, this script casts them as—yes—“The Tea Party,” sharing the same values as the original American revolutionaries, and carrying forward their tradition.

And what have liberals done in response to the right’s historical narrative? As we’ll see, they certainly haven’t twisted history in the same systematic way (a few troubling cases notwithstanding). But they rarely know how to respond to conservatives’ historical misinformation—which is not with rebuttals, but by telling moving and accurate historical stories of their own.
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In the words of historian Rick Perlstein, the author of Nixonland: The Rise of a President and the Fracturing of America, the intellectual traditions of liberalism on the one hand, and rigorous historical analysis on the other, are closely linked. As Perlstein puts it:

Liberalism is rooted in this notion of the Enlightenment, the idea that we can use our reason, and we can use empiricism, and we can sort out facts, and using something like the scientific method—although history is not like nuclear physics—to arrive at consensus views of the truth that have a much more solid standing, epistemologically, than what the right wing view of the truth is: which is much more mythic, which is much more based on tribal identification, which is much more based on intuition and tradition. And there’s always been history writing in that mode too. But within the academy, and within the canons of expertise, and within the canons of professionalism, that kind of history has been superseded by a much more empirical, Enlightenment-based history.

The basic story of how this happened closely parallels the story of the Scientific Revolution, which began in the mid 16th century. If you go back to the illustrious historians of Greece and Rome, you do find occasional pushes toward the sort of accuracy that is now an academic norm—particularly with a historian like Thucydides, who chronicled the Peloponnesian War. But you also find much storytelling and mythos. The rigorous rules for identifying and handling original sources that now mark the profession didn’t yet exist.

True modern history originates first in the Renaissance, and then especially in the so-called Age of Reason. How to ring in the change? To put it bluntly, historians started debunking mythology and nonsense that had been passed down uncritically over the ages. In one classic early case, the Italian humanist Lorenzo Valla conclusively proved in1440 that the “donation of Constantine,” a document allegedly from the 4th century that gave the pope power over much of the Roman Empire, was a forgery. As part of Valla’s case, he showed that the text contained words that would not have been used in Constantine’s time, like satrap—a classic historian’s maneuver.

From there, what we now call the “historical method” gradually developed, often with many important contributions from religious scholars. In the 19th century came the development of a movement called “historicism” at the hands of scholars like the German Leopold von Ranke, who pledged “merely to show how things actually were.” For the historicists, the goal was to understand the past on its own terms, shielded from the presentist impulse to read it in service of some immediate goal or impulse—nationalistic, nostalgic, or outright political.

In other words, history was becoming more of a science. It was developing its own standards of objectivity. History can never, as Perlstein notes, be physics. Nor can it tell all that happened in the past—there’s simply too much information. Historical evidence always has to be organized into some type of narrative, which inevitably involves some picking and choosing.

Nevertheless, good history can practice rigor, it can validate and refute vying accounts, and it can arrive at scholarly consensus. And just like science, it has a methodology and a community of scholars dedicated to enforcing the standards and norms associated with quality work.
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However—and by now this will come as no surprise—the scholars who practice these critical techniques within universities today are overwhelmingly liberal. In Neil Gross’s and Solon Simmons’ survey of the politics of university professors, the ratio of Democratic voters to Republican voters among historians was 18.9 to 1. With economists, you’ll recall, the ratio was roughly 3 to 1. Such figures lend at least a superficial validity to the standard conservative critique of academia—that it has its own raging biases—a critique that then empowers conservative counterexpertise and, ultimately, counterreality.

In the case of history, that critique takes a distinctive form: It levels charges of historical revisionism against the academic left. The argument is that rather than telling the traditional story of America as a land of liberty and opportunity (perhaps blessed by God), leftist historians who actually loathe the country have instead been telling stories about the evils of capitalism and the U.S.’s leaders, and trying to get those into the textbooks.

Revisionism is often used as a term of opprobrium—with undertones of “Holocaust revisionism”—although technically speaking, every good historian engages in this process. New historical research is nothing if not an attempt to “revise” our understanding of the past by bringing to light new details and new interpretations. That’s a good thing, most of the time. However, revisionism has also come to mean retelling history with an ideological agenda, and perhaps going so far as to deny past events (or fabricate them). Thus, the term has attached to the faux “historical” arguments used to support Holocaust denial and conspiratorial ideas about U.S. history, such as the notion that Franklin Roosevelt knew the Pearl Harbor attack was coming but did nothing about it, because he wanted us to be drawn into war.

There’s no reason, however, that excessive or indefensible forms of revisionism should only be found on the left. In fact, as we’ll see, many of the most abusive revisionist takes on U.S. history are of recent conservative vintage (although there really is some biased left-wing history out there to be wary of).

The conservative critique of revisionism sharpened greatly in the 1990s, amid charges of “political correctness” on the campuses. In a much noted 1994 op-ed in The Wall Street Journal entitled “The End of History,” Lynne Cheney, wife of the later vice president and former head of the National Endowment for the Humanities, denounced a new set of National Standards for the teaching of U.S. history that, she said, delivered a breed of “politicized history” typical of the “academic establishment.” Cheney’s chief complaint was that the new standards privileged the counternarratives of disadvantaged groups (native Americans, African Americans, women suffragists) over a standard U.S. history focused on the founders, the presidents, the wars, and so on. “We are a better people than the National Standards indicate, and our children deserve to know it,” wrote Cheney.

The critique in some ways culminated—as critiques often do—in the mouth of a president of the United States, George W. Bush. In 2003, as “WMD” failed to materialize in post-invasion Iraq, Bush accused critics of the war of engaging in “revisionist history.” Actually, the true revisionists in this case were to be found in the Bush administration itself. After the biological and chemical weapons that we went to war over weren’t to be found, the administration began to goalpost-shift about its causus belli, suddenly stressing the importance of liberating Iraq’s oppressed people or preventing the country from getting dangerous weapons (rather than on the pre-war claim that Saddam needed to be disarmed).

Nevertheless, we must concede that the critique of left wing “revisionist” history has some merit. Take the late Howard Zinn, whose A People’s History of the United States, 1492-Present has sold over a million copies and greatly influenced many high school and college students. Alas, Zinn’s account—allegedly focused on the people, rather than the powerful—has been severely criticized by other scholars, and not just on the right.

“Zinn’s big book is quite unworthy of such fame and influence,” writes the Georgetown University historian Michael Kazin, a liberal and co-editor of the magazine Dissent. “A People’s History is bad history, albeit gilded with virtuous intentions.” One key problem, Kazin explains, is that Zinn is so busy painting a battle between the Little Guy and the Man—“a class conflict most Americans didn’t even know they were fighting”—that “his text barely mentions either conservatism or Christianity.” If he doesn’t understand these two phenomena, Zinn could scarcely be said to understand America—or, ironically, average working-class Americans, the much touted people of his title.

This is hardly an inconsequential oversight. Zinn’s approach prevents those liberals and leftists who fall under its sway from understanding why middle- and lower-class Americans seem so often to vote against their economic interests—and for the Republican Party, the party of the wealthy. Such behavior is inexplicable if you’re only able to think in terms of an egalitarian narrative pitting “people” against “the powerful.” However, it’s very understandable if you recognize the psychological motivations that ground our politics, and that truly separate left and right—in turn allowing you to perceive that egalitarianism is only one moral impulse or intuition among many, and one that runs much stronger in liberals.

That’s not the only problem with Zinn: His book even goes so far as to suggest that the U.S. entered World War II out of questionable motives: racism (against the Japanese), imperialism, business interests. Never mind, uh, Hitler’s racist quest for world dominance. Clearly, conservatives have a point about left wing revisionism.

Zinn deeply troubles me, because I recognize his kind of thinking all too well among my intellectual compatriots. But thankfully, and in good Enlightenment fashion, it is liberal historians themselves, like Kazin, who have criticized him and set the record straight. Meanwhile, conservatives have taken a few cases of academic excess as an excuse to ignore academia entirely, and simply spin out their own reality—in the process far outstripping anything Howard Zinn has done.

For a telling case study, consider how right and the left have told the story of one of the lowest moments in American history—the disgusting forced internment of over 100,000 Japanese men, women, and children, the majority of them U.S. citizens, during World War II. Following upon Pearl Harbor, the roundup was centrally driven by racism, hate, and of course, wartime fear—leading, very predictably, to authoritarian responses and the demonization of out-groups. One newspaper columnist at the time wrote of Japanese Americans that we should “herd ’em up, pack ’em off, and give ’em the inside room of the badlands.” General John L. DeWitt, commanding general of the Army’s Western Defense Command, put it like this: “The Japanese race is an enemy race, and while many second and third generation Japanese born on United States soil, possessed of United States citizenship, have become ‘Americanized,’ the racial strains are undiluted.”

Howard Zinn highlights this event in A People’s History, and you can hardly blame him. It really did happen, and it really can be used to cast our country in a bad light. But highlighting a real historical event is no crime. And it is nothing compared to the right-wing answer: Columnist and TV personality Michelle Malkin’s 2004 book In Defense of Internment: The Case for ‘Racial Profiling’ in World War II and the War on Terror. In her book, Malkin rejects the historically established explanation for Japanese internment—which, not surprisingly, strongly emphasizes racial prejudice—and claims instead that we’ve all been laboring under a “politically correct myth of American ‘concentration camps.’” To the contrary, Malkin argues, there was strong evidence—in the top secret MAGIC cables from Japanese diplomats, which U.S. intelligence forces had intercepted—of a “meticulously orchestrated espionage effort” on the part of Japan, using Japanese Americans. And this, says Malkin, justified internment.

Historians, however, have sternly rejected her “speculation” about the MAGIC cables, as one scholar puts it. As a group of them wrote in protesting the book:

. . . This work presents a version of history that is contradicted by several decades of scholarly research, including works by the official historian of the United States Army and an official U.S. government commission.

Sounds much like what you hear whenever the experts stand up to denounce bad science or bad economics—only it’s history this time.

I lack the space to enumerate how many other important episodes from the American past have been subjected to a similar form of conservative revisionism. Books could (and will) be written on the subject; and at least one sweeping book of bad right-wing history is already in circulation—The Politically Incorrect Guide to American History, authored by Thomas E. Woods, Jr. and published by the conservative Regnery Press (also the publisher of Malkin’s book). From the Revolutionary Era up through the Clinton years, it’s all there. To summarize it, here is the slap-down provided by one academic critic:

Suffice it to say that the book asserts that the American Revolution was no revolution at all; that the Civil War was not about slavery; that the so-called robber barons made America great; that the New Deal made the Depression worse; that the war on poverty made poverty worse; that Clinton’s intervention in Bosnia was a waste of taxpayer money. Not only does Woods reduce complex events to these kinds of simplistic interpretations, he doesn’t even acknowledge that rival interpretations exist. It’s history not as analysis but as catechism.

My goal here is not to debunk all the separate conservative historical misconceptions in detail. What’s important is to understand the emotional power of the right’s historical counternarrative—seeing how conservatives intermingle their psychological needs with motivated reasoning to come up with false history. In the face of this, liberals can only respond by telling historical stories of their own, better stories than Howard Zinn’s, because they will be both emotionally moving and also accurate.

And if we want to tell better stories, there is only one place to turn: the “Founding”—the story of the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution, and the men who wrote and signed these documents.

The right’s historical revisionism has centrally focused on this single grand episode, for obvious reasons. Just as the Book of Genesis shows God’s providential hand in the beginning of it all, conservatives want to read the founding as a Genesis story for America. But they’ve gotten this most important of series events badly wrong. In fact, they betray the truth about America in their abusive retelling and undermine our very heritage, which is permeated with Enlightenment values.

This is the chief reason why it is that in the historical realm, just as in so many others, conservatives more than liberals are at war with reality.

To prosecute its war on early American history, the right of course fields a team of “experts.” There is perhaps none more relied-upon than the aforementioned David Barton, the conservative Christian head of WallBuilders, and a man whom we’ve already encountered depicting Tom Paine as a supporter of creationism. Barton has led the attempt to depict the U.S., from its founding, as a “Christian Nation,” and in the process, to Christianize our founders, who (especially Madison and Jefferson) were men of the Enlightenment highly committed to creating a republic in which government and church affairs were kept separate.

Barton is a case of a sort that we’ve seen before: A Christian conservative who felt driven, by God, to go out and start making a political and even scientific argument. In his 1988 book America: To Pray? or Not to Pray? Barton argued that the Supreme Court’s ban on school prayer in the early 1960s caused all manner of devastating societal consequences. At the outset of the book, he openly relates how God told him to start working on the project. More specifically, Barton writes, God told him to find out when the Supremes banned school prayer, and also to acquire a record of student SAT scores over time. “I had believed that the two instructions were separate and distinct, yet I soon discovered that they were unquestionably related,” Barton remarks—proceeding to show how test scores fell off a cliff just after the expulsion of prayers from schools. So of course, that must have been the cause!

But even more than critiquing the school prayer rulings and attempting to show how they’ve triggered our moral decline, Barton is known for endlessly trying to prove that the U.S. is a “Christian Nation.” His arguments on this point are many and varied—from counting bibles allegedly procured by the Continental Congress, to claiming that the first Congress under the new Constitution wanted religion taught in schools, to asserting that as president, Thomas Jefferson set aside land for preachers to evangelize to the Native Americans. At the same time, Barton also shows a strong disconfirmation bias against evidence of the U.S.’s secular founding. He seeks to debunk or reinterpret rather large data points like the fact that the U.S. Constitution does not invoke or even contain the word “God,” or the 1797 Treaty of Tripoli, which stated that “As the government of the United States is not in any sense founded on the Christian Religion . . .”

Kind of hard to argue with—but of course, Barton can.

In one extreme case, Barton has been caught misrepresenting one of the most important founders, Thomas Jefferson. I’ve already quoted Jefferson’s famous 1802 letter to the Danbury Baptists, which contains the famous phrase “wall of separation between Church & State.” It is a very devastating piece of counterevidence, as it comes from one of the most influential founders and directly states that such a wall was created by the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment. However, Barton has claimed that Jefferson also said to the Danbury Baptists that the wall was meant to be “one-directional . . . It keeps the government from running the church, but it makes sure that Christian principles will always stay in government.” No such claim is to be found in Jefferson’s (quite brief) letter.
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But if Barton and his acolytes can misrepresent the most important founders, they can also make up new founders—or at least, quote people from the revolutionary era whose views do not provide a solid basis for interpreting the meaning of the U.S. Constitution.

Take Patrick Henry, the Virginia theocrat who opposed the Constitution and sought to impose taxes on Virginians to provide income for Christian ministers—about as blatant a church-state melding as you can imagine. Henry clashed regularly with James Madison over church-state matters.

Barton and other conservatives often quote and celebrate Henry, and other so-called “anti-Federalists.” And it must seem irresistible: The anti-Federalists were afraid of too much centralized power and government control, just like today’s conservatives are. The only problem is that, as the historian Cecelia Kenyon put it in 1955, the anti-Federalists were “men of little faith.” They didn’t believe in the great American experiment, and they actively criticized and opposed it (including complaining about explicitly secular aspects of our Constitution, like its prohibition on religious tests for public office). They were not in favor of the union we live in today (though their plea for a Bill of Rights was ultimately successful).

But it takes far longer to explain this than it takes to quote (or misquote) something uplifting that Patrick Henry said. There is so much bad conservative history about the origins of America that liberal Enlightenment laborers can barely manage to debunk it all.

A case in point is Chris Rodda, an author who has tirelessly attempted to set the record straight about religion and the U.S. founding by refuting right-wing misinformation in her multi-volume, ongoing book project entitled Liars for Jesus. As Rodda writes in volume I, one book just wasn’t enough for the task:

I found so many lies, in fact, that I soon realized that they weren’t all going to fit one book without omitting some of the information that I felt was necessary to thoroughly explain and disprove them. So, I decided to write not just one book, but two – the first focusing mainly on the founding era, up until around the 1830s, and the second covering the rest of the nineteenth and the early twentieth century. Because most of the lies in the religious right history books are about the founding era, however, the first volume began to get too long, and I was once again faced with the decision of leaving stuff out, or including everything and splitting it up. Since my goal from the beginning was to write a book that left no stone unturned, and provided as much information as possible, I decided to split the first volume into two volumes. This book, therefore, is the first of what will eventually be three volumes.

Poor Rodda! Just as conservatives like Barton expend endless energy trying to “prove” their version of American history, liberals like Rodda expend endless energy refuting them. I’ll take Rodda on the facts, but we must remember at all times that the facts aren’t the sole issue. It’s all about the story, and being able to tell a compelling one. It’s about protecting the belief system, one that fulfills the need for certainty by conferring a black and white worldview. Set that up first, and conservatives are capable of generating volumes of misinformation in areas that they care about, and defending it when challenged.

When it comes to the founding of the country, they care deeply indeed.
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So what should liberals do? Not refute the nonsense endlessly—I’ve already done a share of that here, and we can count on liberal Enlightenment laborers like Chris Rodda to carry forward this back-breaking work. But if fact checking is the only approach liberals take, it will be sure to fail. And so will they.

Rather, when it comes to history—and more broadly, the stories we tell about ourselves—liberals should take the Schindler’s List approach. They should find the most powerful stories from the past that emphasize liberal values—stories that are true—and tell them, over and over.

For instance, most Americans don’t understand what kind of men the founders really were. They’re distant, ethereal figures, rather than flesh and blood men who were not only heroes, but had, in many cases, strong liberal and Enlightened views.

And if we should tell stories of the true secular nature of the founding—and the heroism and courage it took to create a nation that tolerated all religions but did not force any one religion on anyone—we shouldn’t stop there. Some of the most powerful liberal stories from the American past are about civil rights, about how much more tolerant of a place America has become—though it’s still hardly perfect—and how long and terrible a struggle it was to get here.

These stories connect past to present and impart a sense of hope, without ignoring or downplaying the horrors of racism and violence directed at out-groups. And they inspire a chief liberal emotion—empathy. If you want to see a perfect example of how it’s done, turn not to an academic book or a liberal factual debunking, but to a country musician. Singer-songwriter Brad Paisley encoded liberal values perfectly in his hit song “Welcome to the Future,” which draws heavily on U.S. history to paint an inspiring story of progress. Its last and most powerful verse runs like this:

I had a friend in school,

Running back on the football team.

They burned a cross in his front yard

For asking out the homecoming queen.

I thought about him today

And everybody who’s seen what he’s seen

From a woman on a bus

To a man with a dream.

Then Paisley sings, “Wake up Martin Luther, welcome to the future.”

Told well, liberal history will elicit the egalitarian values, and the related empathetic emotions, evoked by these very simple verses. It will be accurate, yes. But it will never forget the importance of the story or why it matters.
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The past three chapters have provided a deep immersion in conservative wrongness. I’ve dragged us across fact-check archives and across subject areas, noting myriad errors, distortions, and misrepresentations.

What’s more, none of these errors have arisen by accident. They exist because they serve a psychological purpose or need; and they are defended, in the face of challenge or even unequivocal refutation, through the various mechanisms of motivated reasoning—confirmation bias, disconfirmation bias, and so on.

The evidence of conservative error is massive—but I cannot be said to have seriously analyzed the problem unless I turn the tables and look at liberal delusions as well. Such is the goal of my next chapter. In it I’ll show some true motivated falsehoods on the left; but I’ll also show them being handled very differently than on the right and not, overall, being clung to dogmatically (except, perhaps, among a small minority of ideologues) or going politically mainstream.

And why is that? Simply, I’ll posit, because liberals need these errors less—and, at the same time, they need accuracy more. Liberals are, after all, the children of the Enlightenment. And they don’t bow to authority, or pledge allegiance to a team. They want to use science to make the world better, and so if science demonstrates that an alleged “problem” actually isn’t a problem then they’re happy to shift their views and devote their resources elsewhere. Right?

Let’s see if, after reading the next chapter, you agree.
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Chapter Twelve

What the Frack Is True?

If you wanted to specially design a political controversy that would make liberals—and environmentalists—emotional and outraged, you could hardly have done better than the fight over the controversial gas drilling technique known as “fracking.”

Imagine receiving a blast email from your trusted environmental group on this subject. It’s likely to contain claims like these:


	Fracking is infusing chemicals and toxins into a public resource—our drinking water—and endangering our health.

	We don’t even know what those chemicals are in many cases. The big gas and drilling companies—who are reaping huge profits off this technology—don’t have to tell us.

	One of those companies is the notorious Halliburton, which originally invented fracking to begin with.

	How are they getting away with this? Former vice president Dick Cheney, who was Halliburton’s CEO before he was in the White House, slipped a little known piece of legislation into the 2005 energy bill—the so-called “Halliburton loophole”—to protect fracking from regulation under the Safe Drinking Water Act.



Reading this, liberal that you are, you’re likely to be pretty disturbed and alarmed. You may grow very engaged in the issue, and become very emotional about it.

Why is that? Liberals and environmentalists, as we’ve seen, tend to be motivated by communitarian and egalitarian values. Egalitarians don’t want the powerful (e.g., corporations like Halliburton) to have more advantages or privileges than the less powerful—the “people.” Communitarians, meanwhile, believe that societies and governments should protect their most vulnerable members—and indeed, all citizens—against harm and injurious outcomes, as would surely result from the pollution of drinking water supplies. Rather than just letting the free market rip, they think we’re all in it together.

No wonder, then, that for liberals, fracking pushes all the right buttons. It sure sounds like a case of corporations and special interests running roughshod over regulatory constraint, the public interest, and the little guy.

What happens, then, if some of these liberal impulses happen to be misguided—or if some of the charges against fracking don’t shake out, or aren’t well supported? Shouldn’t we expect liberals to have rapid-fire emotional reactions too, as well as rapid-fire moral intuitions that powerfully guide their thinking? And shouldn’t these lead them astray, cause them to twist the facts, and perhaps even lead them to generate misinformation and argue back to reinforce their beliefs about the badness (or even evilness) of fracking?

Well, let me tell you a little story about that. Let me tell you what happened when this liberal was called on to investigate fracking—and whether the claims about it were true—in a feature story for Scientific American.
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I started where anybody would start. I watched the Oscar nominated 2010 documentary Gasland, by Josh Fox, and saw those classic scenes of people lighting their taps on fire after gas companies had moved into the neighborhood and started drilling. I thus began from the assumption, tacit at least, that fracking was indeed responsible for these cases of water contamination, and that the gas industry was trying to whitewash things—just as big corporations have done in other cases, like tobacco, acid rain, and global warming.

And I was going to find the science prove it.

But it didn’t turn out that way, because not all of the science was there to be found. Industry certainly wasn’t innocent; but it also didn’t appear guilty in the way that many environmentalists seem to assume. So let me tell you what I learned, and what it means for our political battles over facts.

First the basics: Fracking, or more precisely “hydraulic fracturing,” has been used in conventional-style wells since the late 1940s. When a vertical well hits a geologic formation that’s being targeted for its hydrocarbon resources (oil, gas, and so on), the drill is removed. Then—in gas drilling, anyway—chemically treated water and sand are blasted down the wellbore at high pressure to crack open the rock and liberate methane, or natural gas, which then rises back up the pipe.

The fracking technique is thus hardly new. But only recently has it been combined with a technology called directional or horizontal drilling—the ability to turn a downward-plodding drill bit as much as 90 degrees and continue drilling within the targeted geologic layer, parallel to the ground surface, for thousands of additional feet. You can then frack the entire horizontal length, and the result has been a veritable Gas Rush. Once sequestered layers of methane-rich shale can suddenly have their resources harvested in a cost-effective way. The U.S. is estimated to have 827 trillion cubic feet of this “unconventional” shale gas within reach—enough to last for decades.

The chief hurdle is that unlike the fracking of traditional, vertical wells, horizontal fracking, because of the distances involved, requires a staggering two to four million gallons of water for a single well, as well as 15,000 to 60,000 gallons of chemicals. Huge ponds or tanks are also needed to store the “flowback water” that comes back up the hole after wells have been fracked. Up to 75 percent of what’s blasted down returns again, laden not only with a cocktail of chemicals—used to help the fracking fluid flow, to protect the pipe and kill bacteria, and for many other purposes—but often with radioactive materials and salts from the underground layers. This toxic water must be stored onsite and later transported to treatment plants or reused.

All of this poses clear hazards, and can result in accidents. “This is not a risk-free industry,” explains Terry Engelder, a hydraulic fracturing expert at Pennsylvania State University who has generally been a proponent of the process, but has occasionally criticized companies involved. In Pennsylvania, household taps have gone foul or have even been lit on fire, and companies have been cited and fined. Most recently, the state’s Department of Environmental Protection fined Chesapeake Energy more than $1 million for contaminating 16 families’ water wells with methane as a result of improper drilling practices.

But here’s the thing. These kinds of impacts (spills, drilling snafus, and so on) can really only be blamed on “fracking” if the term refers to the whole industrial process. But that won’t necessarily work if “fracking” simply means the underground water blast that fractures the rock after the drilling is done (as industry contends). And this semantic matter has very real consequences, since many environmentalists are calling for a “ban” on fracking. They’ve made it sound like the root of the problem.

Is fracking really responsible for the injuries often blamed on it? To show as much, you have to examine the alleged threat that is simultaneously the most publicized, and yet the most murky—the idea that water blasts deep underground can directly contaminate our drinking water, by creating unexpected pathways for gas or liquid to travel vertically between the deep shale layers and shallow groundwater reserves. And that turns out to be a much tougher case to make.

It’s not that gas companies haven’t polluted water supplies. They clearly have—and deserve much of the anger directed at them. But in the cases where they’ve done so, there often appears to be much more mundane cause than fracking—like, for instance, drilling the hole in the ground in the first place.

On the way down, any well has to pass through the near-surface layers that contain groundwater, and it could also pass through unknown pockets of gas. Drillers fill the gap between the gas pipe and the wall of the hole with cement so that buoyant gas cannot rise up along the outside of the pipe and possibly seep into groundwater. A steel casing failure might also allow the chemical-filled flowback water, propelled by the pressure released when the shale is cracked, to leak out.

Cementing is the obvious “weak link,” according to Anthony Gorody, a hydrogeologist and consultant to gas companies who has been a prominent defender of fracking. Other scientists emphatically agree. “If you do a poor job of installing the well casing, you potentially open a pathway for the stuff to flow out,” explains ecologist and water resource expert Robert B. Jackson of Duke University’s Nicholas School of the Environment. Although many regulations govern well cementing and although industry has strived to improve its practices, the problem may not be fully fixable. “A significant percentage of cement jobs will fail,” says Anthony Ingraffea, an engineering professor and fracking expert at Cornell University. “It will always be that way. It just goes with the territory.”
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So wait a minute—does that mean liberals are wrong? Is fracking innocent, and the problem just cementing and other mistakes happening at the surface, rather than at depth?

The best answer I can come up with—a typically spineless liberal one, I confess—is “it looks that way, at the moment though there may be exceptions and more research would help add clarity here.” I’m forced to take this stand because when I tried to figure out how fracking could directly pollute groundwater, and whether this was a risk that deserved to be taken seriously, I encountered many speculations and possibilities but no systematic evidence of this happening regularly. Meanwhile, I also learned there are a lot of reasons to think the chances of it are probably pretty small.

In order for fracking—which is often occurring a mile or more beneath the surface—to contaminate shallow groundwater, there would have to be a pathway, a geologic “communication,” allowing liquids and gas to travel vertically. But even then, such movement wouldn’t be assured. For as Penn State’s Terry Engelder explains, while natural gas is buoyant and will rise vertically (like air bubbles when you blow them at the bottom of a swimming pool), that’s not true of fracking fluid. “Water doesn’t travel uphill,” Engelder explains.

In fact, the study that best documents the clear risks that drilling poses to groundwater also seems to absolve fracking itself. It’s a 2011 paper on “gas migration” by Robert Jackson and his colleagues in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences USA. The scientists analyzed samples from 60 private drinking-water wells overlying the Marcellus Shale in northeastern Pennsylvania and the Utica Shale in upstate New York. Methane existed in 51 of the 60 wells, but wells closer to drilling sites contained considerably more of it. Chemical analyses suggested that much of this methane was of deep, thermogenic origins rather than being “biogenic,” or originating from microbes nearer the surface. None of the samples contained fracking fluids, however, or salty brines consistent with deep shale layers.

Jackson therefore thinks the likeliest cause of the contamination was faulty cementing and casing of wells. He notes another possibility: fracking may create at least some cracks that extend upward in the rock beyond the shale layer itself. If so, those cracks could link up with other preexisting fissures or openings, allowing gas to travel farther upward. Northeastern Pennsylvania and upstate New York are “riddled with old abandoned wells,” Jackson observes. “And decades ago people didn’t case wells, and they didn’t plug wells when they were finished. Imagine this Swiss cheese of boreholes going down thousands of feet—we don’t know where they are.”

That’s an important point: If hydraulic fractures could connect with preexisting fissures or old wells, the gas and chemicals could clearly pose a groundwater risk. And fracking “out of zone” can certainly happen. Kevin Fisher, an engineer who works for Pinnacle, a Halliburton service firm, examined thousands of fractures in horizontal wells in the Barnett and Marcellus Shale formations, using microseismic monitoring equipment to measure their extent. Fisher found that the most extreme fractures in the Marcellus Shale were nearly 2,000 feet in vertical length. That still leaves a buffer, “a very good physical separation between hydraulic fracture tops and water aquifers,” according to Fisher. But you can also read the evidence in a more worried way: After all, the farther the fractures extend the more preexisting pathways they could encounter.

No one is saying, then, that fracking has never directly polluted an aquifer. In fact, there are several alleged cases of this actually occurring—one in 1984, in West Virginia (long before the current Gas Rush), and another in Wyoming that emerged as this book went to press. At the same time, however, this hardly seems the most likely route to contamination.

When you consider the weight of the evidence, then, it seems likely that most of the cases of water contamination that get blamed on fracking are actually the result of poor surface drilling practices—well cementing and casing—as well as leaking containment structures and poor disposal practices for flowback water. These are, after all, precisely the things that companies have been repeatedly cited for. The idea that fluids are regularly traveling vertically through what is sometimes over a mile of rock, is more implausible.

To be sure, no one can rule out that it may occur in some minority of cases. That possibility surely ought to be studied further. For the moment, though, the evidence above suggests that those liberals and environmentalists who position themselves as anti-fracking are either unaware of the nuances of the issue or, if they are aware, exploiting a semantic ambiguity. They’re really opposed to reckless and inadequately regulated unconventional gas drilling—the entire Gas Rush—but not to a technology that, in and of itself, may be one of the least risky parts of the whole process.
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So why not just say as much? Well, as the fracking fight goes on, becomes more familiar, and garners more attention, that’s precisely what is starting to happen.

My colleagues at DeSmogBlog.com, a site dedicated to tracking misinformation about global warming, are very critical of gas drilling in general. While we do not always agree, it is notable that their chief report on this subject does not treat deep underground fracking as the key problem—rather, it lists an array of problems, such as poor drilling and casing practices, and indicts the industrial process of “unconventional gas drilling” as a whole.

Lisa Jackson, the head of the Environmental Protection Agency, acknowledged that in 2011 there were no known cases of fracking directly polluting groundwater (as of that time). In the meantime, the agency has launched a comprehensive study of fracking to make sure of this.

Not waiting for the EPA, the New York Department of Environmental Conservation has already weighed the science and come to the same basic conclusion: that the most publicized threat from unconventional gas drilling is actually fairly unlikely. The department is moving forward on allowing fracking in New York State—with a bevy of new regulations to address the causes of concern that have arisen in other states. But the department wants to address actual risks, not hypothetical ones that seem unlikely to manifest themselves.

[image: image]

On fracking, then, the nuanced position, the deliberatively complex one, would run something like this:

While there are certainly risks (and inadequately regulated companies have made a lot of careless mistakes in Pennsylvania and other states) natural gas is still a better fuel than oil or coal if you’re worried about greenhouse gas emissions. What’s more, fracking itself is likely not the main source of groundwater contamination—it’s doubtful that fractures a mile beneath the surface will connect back up to groundwater—so most instances of contamination are probably the result of shoddy well construction at the surface, surface spills of flowback water, and cutting corners. Therefore, natural gas and drilling companies need to be more tightly regulated, so that safe drilling can continue—even as more scientific research continues so that we can more precisely delineate all the risks involved.

Not exactly a troop-rallying message, perhaps; and not what you’re going to get in an email from most environmental groups. But this nevertheless strikes me as a proper adjustment of one’s views to the current reality of the situation. And it’s a position increasingly being taken by mainstream liberals, Democrats, and environmentalists—and the Obama administration—because it is a position that science and the facts allow them to take.

For the most part, these liberals won’t lose sleep if the most prominent charge against fracking doesn’t pan out. There are other charges to be reckoned with, and an industry that still has to be better regulated—although not shut down entirely.

And there are many other worthy ways to try to save the world.
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And that, in miniature, helps explain why the left doesn’t cling to misinformation in the way that the right does. Far too many liberals simply don’t need to. They’re flexible: They can move on to other concerns, and they can adjust their arguments in the old areas of concern. Meanwhile, even the most ideological and emotional among them remain allied with scientists, who just aren’t going to put up with any nonsense in their fields of expertise. It is hard, psychologically, for liberals to buck what scientists say, and to withstand the intellectual beating that is sure to follow if they do.

That is not to say that on such issues, particular individuals or organizations on the left never misstate science or facts, or make wrong claims, or cling to them, for emotional and motivated reasons. This does indeed happen. And it is happening right now on fracking.

But when this occurs, scientists, journalists, bloggers, and liberal political elites invariably strike back, keeping us honest, defending scientific accuracy and the weight of the evidence. For these folks, it isn’t about obedience, or group solidarity, or sticking up for those on your side of the aisle—it’s about getting it right, dammit. We don’t have Ronald Reagan’s “Eleventh Commandment”: Thou shalt not speak ill of any fellow Republican. We will tear those on our own side to bits if they’re wrong.

In this, whether we know it or not, we fractious liberals and scientists are also acting on behalf of the core values to which we are deeply and emotionally attached—in this case, the Enlightenment belief that if you can’t get the facts right, you can’t solve the problem and make the world better. And in doing so, we’re satisfying our own psychological needs, which often include the need for cognition and the need for accuracy, as well as the need to distinguish oneself from others and stand out, to be unique rather than part of the herd (a characteristic of the Open personality).

And how do you do that? Often, it means criticizing one’s own peers, taking them to task.

On the left, then, you certainly do encounter some who attack science and the facts. But you also see them devastatingly rebutted by their own presumed allies—especially scientists and other academic experts, but also liberal journalists, and science journalists. That makes it very hard for the political mainstreaming of denial and factual intransigence to occur.
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Fracking isn’t the only issue where we see this pattern. Another such case is nuclear power, where the left has long been accused of being dogmatically anti-science, even though many scientists and liberal policymakers today, including President Obama, are pretty solidly pro-nuclear. That’s because they realize that while the risks certainly aren’t nonexistent, in the broader scheme of things they’re not all that terrible, either. When all the information gets integrated together in their heads, liberals and scientists often wind up being nuclear power supporters—especially if they are more mathematically and scientifically attuned.

Yet another such issue is vaccination, where liberals and celebrities who overstated the science—like Jenny McCarthy and Robert F. Kennedy, Jr.—have been absolutely pilloried by scientists, science journalists, science bloggers, and now just liberals in general. In this last case, precisely because anti-vaccine claims are so incredibly weak, and also because the greater harm to children and society comes not from vaccines but from the failure to use them to protect against deadly diseases, we’re now at the point where these claims are anathema to any thinker who wants to be taken seriously—much like claims that humans don’t cause global warming. Childhood vaccines do not cause autism. And while some highly emotional parent autism activists refuse to give up on this claim—and hotbeds of Internet denial and wagon-circling around the issue remain—the notion that they do has, at this point, been all but vanquished from the realm of polite discourse.

I won’t spend as long on the nuclear and vaccine case studies as I did on fracking—in part because they’re simpler to explain. But let’s dive in.

Even more than fracking, nuclear power is scary. The alleged risk is invisible and one you simply can’t protect yourself against: ionizing radiation, sometimes traveling over very long distances. It can pose a risk of cancer later in life, even though you’ll probably never even know you were exposed to it.

Nuclear power is also another corporate story—private utility companies like Exelon and Entergy reap large profits off it—which makes the egalitarian-communitarian left inherently distrustful. In two separate ways, then, nuclear power pushes liberal buttons.

No wonder there is a long history of left-wing anti-nuclear activism, going back to the very early days of the industry, and closely tied to the left’s wartime and draft-time fight against the “military-industrial complex” during the 1960s and 1970s. No wonder public opinion surveys suggest that liberals, more than conservatives, tend to oppose the building of more nuclear reactors. We would therefore expect the left, more than the right, to react strongly and emotionally on the nuclear issue, especially in the wake of a disaster like the one seen at the Fukushima Daiichi plant in Japan in March of 2011.

But here’s the thing—worrying a lot about nuclear power puts liberals at odds with scientists, who tend to think the risks have been overblown, especially in comparison to other risks that inevitably arise from the need to power our societies (like the greenhouse gas emissions that result from burning fossil fuels). “Amongst nuclear experts, you get a distinct sense that society has overestimated these risks, overplayed them, wasted in some cases resources in pursuing reductions in risk where money would be better spent elsewhere,” says Hank Jenkins-Smith, a political scientist at the University of Oklahoma who studies scientists’ views on the nuclear issue, and why they diverge from those of the public.

Which is not to say that scientists see zero risks from people being exposed to ionizing radiation. As usual, they’re much more nuanced than that. (Warning: explaining that nuance will require getting a bit wonky for a moment.)

Obviously, radiation at high doses is dangerous. But when it comes to radiation risks at very low doses, the experts are largely divided between two interpretations: The so-called “Threshold Model” and the “Linear No-Threshold” model. The Threshold position, the view subscribed to by the majority of scientists, means that there is a degree of radiation exposure below which damaging health effects aren’t very likely to occur. The Linear No-Threshold position, more of a minority view but certainly not one that can be ruled out at this time, posits that there is no truly safe dose of radiation, and harms will be proportional to the dose, even at very minimal doses.

The difference between the two views really matters in the case of a nuclear accident, like the one at Fukushima Daiichi—for in such accidents there is radiation traveling considerable distances, but in very low amounts. It also matters in setting safety standards for nuclear waste disposal and in many other areas.

The debate between scientists on these two interpretations—the Threshold Model and the Linear No-Threshold Model—currently remains unresolved. But here’s the thing. Surveys by Jenkins-Smith and his colleagues have also shown that among scientists, even if you accept one model of radiation risk, you also tend to think that public policymakers should adopt a more stringent standard, just in case. Thus, scientists who think that the Threshold view is correct nevertheless tend to think that policy—for nuclear power plants, for nuclear waste disposal and sequestration, and so on—should be set based on the Linear No-Threshold standard. In other words, precisely because they understand the nature of scientific uncertainty and know that they might be wrong (and tend toward being integratively complex), scientists generally default to the “precautionary principle.” They want to build in an added margin of safety around nuclear power plants and nuclear waste disposal plans.

So in this context, to hear that scientists who are prone to the precautionary principle, and to want to build in a strong margin of safety, still think nuclear risks are overblown is really very telling.

Why do scientists end up feeling this way? By far the most powerful consideration is that while they would never argue that radiation exposure carries no risk—and while they continue to argue among themselves about precisely how much risk it carries—they can see plainly that in the real world, it carries nothing like the kind of risks that other forms of energy use do.

The most compelling counterargument to nuclear concerns? It’s all about coal—a rival energy source that, on top of its vast greenhouse gas emissions (nuclear power does not directly produce such emissions, though there is surely a greenhouse gas “footprint” from the industry as a whole), also happens to be much more deadly to humans. It is estimated that in the year 2010 alone, particulate air pollution from coal fired power plants killed 13 thousand people in the U.S. (alone).

If you then compare this to nuclear power, it is pretty hard to make the case that it’s anywhere near as deadly or dangerous. Nuclear radiation risks chiefly arise in the case of accidents, which are very scary but also relatively rare. And even when they occur, there are reasons to think they take a considerably lower toll.

The 1986 Chernobyl reactor meltdown in the Soviet Union is far and away the most extreme case, and surely caused a substantial present (and future) cancer death toll. In 2005, the International Atomic Energy Agency and a group of other organizations, including the World Health Organization, estimated that toll at about four thousand cancer deaths. With Fukushima-Daiichi, where the radiation release was lower, a recent estimate of future cancer deaths is in the neighborhood of 1,000. And with the U.S.’s worst domestic nuclear crisis—Three Mile Island in 1979—the death toll is likely the lowest of all. According to Dr. David Brenner of the Center for Radiological Research at Columbia University, there were probably some health hazards but “they were small enough that you couldn’t detect them” in epidemiological studies.

Add together this track record from the worst nuclear disasters with the fact that all energy sources have their risks and drawbacks, and frankly, it gets pretty hard to be very anti-nuclear.

And correspondingly, despite liberals’ negative predisposition towards nuclear power, you certainly see no monolithic resistance to it today. President Obama has even called for a nuclear power expansion, as did Democratic Senator John Kerry in the context of trying to find a compromise on cap and trade legislation to curb greenhouse gas emissions (though this gambit ultimately failed). Many other liberals still remain opposed to expanding nuclear power, but have shifted away from making questionable scientific or health arguments to focus on the economic cost of building new power plants.

And most importantly: Liberals themselves have doggedly fought left wing misinformation on this issue. In the wake of Fukushima, liberal environmentalists and climate policy mavens like Guardian columnist George Monbiot and Mark Lynas (author of the book High Tide) absolutely eviscerated left-wing Green Party nuclear opponents for exaggerating nuclear risks, and directly likened them to climate change deniers.

Does such exaggeration happen on the nuclear issue? Absolutely. In the wake of any nuclear disaster, there is a radical left old guard that goes around trying to find a dramatic body count. Possibly the leading transgressor is Helen Caldicott, the Australian anti-nuclear activist. For instance, in a 2011 New York Times op-ed that drew numerous high-level scientific rebukes, she suggested that a million people may have already died as a result of the radiation spread by the Chernobyl meltdown. In a radio debate with Monbiot on “Democracy Now” with Amy Goodman, meanwhile, Caldicott described an international conspiracy theory to cover up the real consequences of Chernobyl, calling it—to Monbiot’s astonishment—“the biggest medical conspiracy and cover-up in the history of medicine,” and implicating the World Health Organization and the International Atomic Energy Agency.

But as soon as such extreme claims are made, liberals and scientists lash back. A conflict erupts between those who follow egalitarian and communitarian impulses emotionally—and engage in motivated reasoning and confirmation bias on this basis—and those whose Enlightenment values require them to set the record straight, and demand that we not overhype problems when we lack evidence that they actually exist (and where hyping risks will scare people, thus bringing about other harms). Therefore, individual anti-nuclear leftists may make mistakes, air false claims, and even cling to them—but the disobedient and fractious left as a whole doesn’t follow their lead.

Indeed, we even have evidence suggesting that unlike intellectually sophisticated climate change deniers, better educated liberals do not become more convinced that nuclear power is dangerous. In Dan Kahan’s research (previously discussed in chapter 2), they behave just the opposite: With more mathematical and scientific literacy, those who have egalitarian and communitarian value systems tend to become less skeptical of nuclear power, not more. In other words, they move in the opposite direction from where you would expect their initial impulses to push them—and more into line with what scientists actually think.

Far from being smart idiots, they’re just . . . smart. They’re apportioning their beliefs to the weight of the evidence, which is what we’re all supposed to strive to do—even if we so often fail at it.
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But if you wanted to find a case where the left has literally eaten alive those within its own ranks who misstated and exaggerated science, nuclear power isn’t the best example. No: look instead to the vaccine-autism issue.

Once again, here is a case where you might think that liberal values and subconscious moral intuitions—spurred by egalitarianism and communitarianism—would fuel anti-science behavior and the denial of reality. After all, vaccine makers are large pharmaceutical companies with deep pockets, while the alleged victims are innocent children, damaged shortly after birth by the needles meant to protect them. And once again, some Hollywood celebrities and environmentalists (Jenny McCarthy, Robert F. Kennedy, Jr.) have indeed lined up behind the claim that childhood vaccines cause autism. What’s more, one key liberal constituency, the plaintiff’s bar, had a strong incentive in this case to try to reap big profits by suing companies that were alleged to have poisoned children and wrecked families, hopes, and dreams.

But alas, there was this pesky little problem called scientists—including the U.S. National Academy of Sciences and its Institute of Medicine. These experts looked into the allegations, pushed by Kennedy Jr., McCarthy, and many others, that childhood vaccines were causing autism and, in particular, that the mercury-based vaccine preservative thimerosal is the trigger for the explosion of autism cases that we’re seeing today.

And they found the case to be astonishingly weak—now, in fact, completely discredited.

The scientists’ most powerful tool was epidemiological studies, surveying large populations in multiple countries to try to detect a relationship between thimerosal and the incidence of autism. Again and again, these studies—appearing in the Journal of the American Medical Association, the New England Journal of Medicine, Pediatrics, and many other leading medical publications—refuted the idea of a causal connection.

Another tool was logic: In the early 2000s, as the vaccine scare gained momentum, thimerosal was phased out of most childhood vaccines as a safety precaution—just in case. But autism cases continued to increase; the “epidemic” raged unabated. Clearly, whatever the cause or causes, it wasn’t thimerosal.

Do vaccine deniers persist in the face of all this evidence? Absolutely—and they’re a threat to us all. Their emotional and motivated reasoning patterns are particularly intense, too. They circle the wagons every time a new research result comes out vindicating vaccines, or undermining their few sympathetic scientific experts. They tighten ranks and attack the inconvenient information.

What’s more, although polling data at the national level show no clear political leaning among vaccine skeptics—they pop up across the political spectrum, though surveys on the question aren’t very good—they do seem to be most concentrated in traditional left-wing “granola” cities like Boulder, Colorado, and Ashland, Oregon. And concentration is what makes them most dangerous. It is in such places, we must fear, that so-called “herd immunity” will break down because there are too many unvaccinated children running around, allowing once vanquished diseases to get a foothold again—devastating and vaccine-preventable ones like pertussis (whooping cough) and measles. In fact, it’s already happening.

So in the vaccine case, egalitarian and communitarian values did play a key role in generating a baseless scare that has, in turn, led to a major public health threat—as well as a network of science deniers who are intransigent and will not change their minds. But at the same time, it is scientists and liberals who have denounced these ideologues. And for good reason: They’re endangering us all.

The vaccine case, therefore, yet again shows the power of liberal self-correction, evidence-following, and belief-updating.
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There are other cases, similar to these, that we might also probe: left-wing exaggerations of the risks of genetically modified organisms, for instance; or the bizarre case of some Northern California liberals claiming that “smart meters” pose health risks. In these instances, too, false claims by some on the left can be traced to egalitarian and communitarian values.

Misinformation isn’t going to prevail in these realms, however, any more than it will on fracking, nuclear power, or vaccines. That’s because while individuals and small groups may go astray, there’s a deliberative structure set up on the left that ensures they will be debunked if they’re wrong. And there’s a psychology of disobedience and anti-authoritarianism on the left that ensures that those making these claims will be challenged, sometimes quite vigorously or even viciously.

Does such infighting and boat-rocking ever happen on the right? Sure it does. A great example would be the group of intellectually honest (and moderate) conservatives who have formed around former George W. Bush speechwriter David Frum, and who are constantly trying to keep conservatives accurate on global warming, the debt ceiling, and much more. Another example would be Bruce Bartlett. I’m making statements about general tendencies here, not about absolutes.

But everything we’ve seen about liberal and conservative psychology suggests such disloyal behavior ought to be less common on the right, and to be punished more—and indeed, real world observations confirm that this is indeed the case. Consider not only Bartlett but Frum, who charges that he was dismissed from the conservative American Enterprise Institute and is no longer invited to appear on Fox News for his heresies, particularly on health care. As Frum put it to me, “There are real consequences in the conservative world to people’s livelihoods to being on the wrong side of some question that has become conservative orthodoxy.”

And that is one core part of the left-right difference.
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But to adequately probe the problem of irrationality on the left, I need to push the argument a bit further still.

After all, I’ve clearly shown that some on the left can go emotionally astray on issues like fracking, nuclear power, and vaccination. There is a powerful counterweight to such biased reasoning in the scientific community and those allies who embrace its Enlightenment values—but the biased reasoning itself clearly does happen. That’s impossible to deny.

In fact, although many of the psychology studies that I’ve surveyed seem to capture conservatives engaging in more intense motivated reasoning, liberals have been caught in the act too. I’ve shown that the best predictor of liberal bias, in a controlled motivated reasoning experiment, seems to be egalitarianism—e.g., liberals tend to be biased in favor of disadvantaged groups.

University of California-Irvine social psychologist Peter Ditto captured this tendency in the trolley problem study discussed in Chapter 4. And he captured a more modest version of it another motivated reasoning study that involved gay rights.

In this case, subjects who either accepted or rejected anti-gay stereotypes (e.g., that gays and lesbians show cross-gender behavior, or that they have psychological problems) were shown descriptions of two fake scientific studies, one that confirmed and one that denied the validity of such stereotypes. It’s a classic design for detecting motivated reasoning, because all the studies used in the experiment were fake. And in this case, when respondents were asked to rate how convincing the studies were, the bias turned out to be slightly bigger among those egalitarians who rejected anti-gay stereotypes. These defenders of gay rights were somewhat more likely to call fake studies that supported their view convincing (and those that refuted their views as unconvincing) than those who accepted such stereotypes.

In other words, those who support gay rights on an emotional level seem to engage in motivated reasoning when confronted with evidence pertinent to this question—and may even do so a bit more than those who are anti-gay. In a controlled experiment, they appear to have strong emotional reactions that, in turn, drive their assessments of evidence—at least in one sitting or during one encounter.

So are liberals inherently more “rational” than conservatives? Certainly they’re not in this particular case. And yet they nevertheless end up more correct about science, policy facts, economics, history, and much else. How could that be?

The most minimalist explanation would simply suggest that they have the right friends. “There’s an argument you could make where liberals are right by accident, because they put their faith in the right people,” says Ditto—where the right people would be the scientists and experts who are heavily weighted towards the liberal camp. “If scientists all came out and said something crazy,” Ditto continues, “I think liberals would believe them.”

This limited explanation—liberals listen to their friends, and they just happen to have more reliable ones; or in another related version, liberal elites are far more intellectually responsible than conservative elites—might be sufficient to account for much of the divide over reality in American politics. The dramatic left-right imbalance in expertise that we see today, and that has been well documented in previous chapters, would in and of itself be enough to fuel a large reality gap.

But the view advanced in this book remains that the causes are probably deeper than that. I’ve suggested—and furnished considerable evidence to show—that there may be a reason why liberals and scientists are usually aligned. It turns on the Open personality and its curiosity, tolerance and flexibility—and conversely, on the psychological tendencies that accompany the Closed personality (need for closure, lower integrative complexity, intolerance of ambiguity, and so on). This affinity itself suggests that overall, liberals will be less likely to cling to particular cherished beliefs and argue back in defense of them—and more willing to change their minds (even if buttons can clearly get pushed in motivated reasoning studies). In sum, they will behave more like their own allies and psychological kin—scientists.

So it’s not just that liberals have trustworthy friends to listen to on complex and contested issues; it’s that there’s something about who they are that makes them less defensive and more open-minded, in general. And is that really true?

That’s what (with a massive amount of help) I set out to figure out, in the fall of 2011 at Louisiana State University.

The findings will be explained, in detail, in the next chapter.
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Part Five

The Political Laboratory





Chapter Thirteen

A Liberal Confronts New Data

with Everett Young

Over the course of this book, a large amount of evidence has been assembled suggesting that liberals and conservatives, in aggregate, are just different people. And it would be amazing if these differences didn’t have an influence on how the two groups respond to political information, or information in general.

More specifically, it is clear that conservatives being repeatedly and insistently wrong about political and scientific facts, and conservatives engaging in a lot of motivated reasoning, often go together. This naturally leads to the idea that there might be something about conservatism in general that is tied to more motivated, defensive responses—and something about liberalism that is tied to the opposite.

In particular, it may be that Openness to Experience, the leading liberal personality trait, makes one less defensive in the face of threatening information, and more tolerant of cognitive dissonance, period. That wouldn’t mean liberals never engage in motivated reasoning—just that motivated reasoning among liberals and conservatives differs in some meaningful way, due to the broad groups’ differing personalities.

That’s a scientific hypothesis—one with much evidence to suggest it, perhaps, but still just a hypothesis. In this chapter, then, I want to tell you about an attempt to put this notion to a test, through an experiment that challenged college students’ beliefs in a wide variety of areas, just to see how they would respond.

Normally, someone who attacks another’s beliefs would simply be called a jerk. But at least for a short while during this study, I suppose such a person could instead be called a “scientist.”

[image: image]

I would never have been involved in criticizing people’s favorite football quarterbacks—and musicians, and cities, and movies, and cars, and their alma maters—if I hadn’t fallen in with a creative young political scientist named Everett Young.

I first met Everett just as I meet all my journalistic sources: I asked to interview him by phone. I still remember where I was when we talked—holed up in a snowy hotel in Boulder, Colorado—because not all interviews go so well. Not all turn you into a collaborator with the person you set out to interview.

Everett had, just a year earlier, completed his Ph.D. dissertation at Stony Brook University under two professors of political science already much quoted in this book, Charles Taber and Milton Lodge. It’s entitled “Why We’re Liberal, Why We’re Conservative: A Cognitive Theory on the Origins of Ideological Thinking.” In it, he presents evidence suggesting conservatives are less open to persuasion; more likely to think that the fans of rival sports teams are less likeable people; more likely to prefer having friends that share their beliefs; more likely to want to keep germs out of their bodies; more likely to blame Britney Spears for her faults and troubles; more likely to elect a candidate to Congress who keeps his or her lawn neatly edged—and much, much else.

Like I said, Everett is creative.

Everett had already done much to document a variety of liberal-conservative differences, and I suggested to him that it might be intriguing to try to go further. I asked whether he could think of any way to test this idea about conservatives engaging in more, or more intense, motivated reasoning.

And before long, he had designed a fascinating study to do just that. Indeed, by the time this book was due, the study had already been run at one university—Louisiana State—with 144 college undergraduate participants, who were about two-thirds female and completed the study for extra credit.

I was involved in helping design the study—providing feedback and acting as a kind of research assistant—and traveled to LSU twice during the fall of 2011 to observe the research. And with Everett’s permission and also his help, I’ve decided to report the first round of findings—caveats included—here.

At the outset, let me note that Everett hopes to run the study at another university in the near future, and its results have not yet been peer reviewed (something that was not really possible on a popular book’s timeline). Nevertheless, what he found was intriguing—and in one case, quite surprising. To put it bluntly: One scientific finding in particular simply leap out of the data and gave us a shake.

Let me also note that while earlier chapters of this book have provided broad discussions of the results of multiple studies, this one is different. It dives deep into the design and results of one single, new experiment. That requires providing much more detail than usual—and sometimes getting a tad technical. But considering that we’re on new ground here and readers cannot follow a reference to a scientific journal to learn further about this research, that seems appropriate.
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To establish scientifically that conservatives are more motivated reasoners in our study, it was necessary to do the following: 1) measure study participants’ ideology; 2) measure their general tendency to reason in a motivated way; and then 3) demonstrate a relationship between these two “variables,” such that more political conservatism was statistically linked to a heightened tendency to engage in motivated reasoning, or MR.

Measuring ideology is something political psychologists do all the time, and doing so here was relatively straightforward. When students sat down at their computer consoles to take our study, they were asked their political opinions on both moral and fiscal issues, as well as to place themselves on a scale from “very liberal” to “very conservative,” with a number of gradations in between. They also answered several other questions that allowed us to locate them politically, as well as questions to determine their “Big Five” personality traits, religiosity, and degree of authoritarianism. Furthermore, since motivated reasoning has often been shown to increase with political sophistication, the students were asked standard political knowledge questions to determine how much they actually knew.

Measuring the subjects’ tendency to engage in motivated reasoning, however, was a more difficult challenge. And to describe how we did it, it will be necessary to get a bit wonky for a moment.

In scientific parlance, we wanted to create a scale of general motivated reasoning—a measure of an individual’s general tendency to be more or less slanted in his or her reactions to “evidence” that we provided on a wide variety of topics, mostly not political ones. This last detail was particularly crucial. To establish motivated reasoning as a general psychological tendency—an element of a person’s style of thinking and responding to information in general, and not just a result of his or her views about one particular political topic—we needed to show its presence as individuals responded to a variety of issues across different walks of life. As far as we knew, nobody had ever attempted to construct such a motivated reasoning scale before, one in which subjects’ answers to a variety of questions would capture their general motivated reasoning tendency.

Our strategy, then, was this. We asked our participants to state their opinions on twelve quite diverse topics. Then we showed them some “information”—lies, mostly, but always presented as convincing-sounding “evidence”—that, in each case, either supported or undercut that opinion. The information came in the form of essays, bullet-points, or in some cases, simple ratings and quotations. In most cases we claimed to have found the information on the Internet.

The order in which the participants encountered our twelve items, and whether they received congenial or uncongenial information on any particular one of them, was determined at random. Then, after each item, we asked the student (A) to indicate how persuasive he or she found the information, and (B) to restate his or her initial opinion, so that we could determine whether it had changed.

These answers allowed us to derive two separate measures of motivated reasoning. For question A, the “spread” or difference between participants’ persuasiveness ratings for friendly (or “pro-attitudinal”) versus unfriendly (or “counter-attitudinal”) information constituted our first measure. We expected most participants to find friendly information more persuasive than unfriendly information, of course—but how much more persuasive would constitute a measure of just how motivated an individual’s reasoning was, relative to others in the sample.

For question B, participants’ reacting to friendly essays by strengthening their pre-existing opinions, combined with their reacting to unfriendly essays by resisting changes to their opinions (or even by strengthening their prior views, the “backfire effect”), would constitute our second measure. Here, we weren’t just measuring whether our subjects thought our essays were “persuasive,” but whether their minds actually seemed to change.
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What were the essays about? This was the really fun part of the study design, and one where Everett came up with a number of highly believable phony essays attacking any number of things that people care about, and doing so in seemingly authoritative fashion.

First, we included essays that either did or did not support our participants prior beliefs on two politicized scientific topics, global warming and nuclear power. These were chosen for an obvious reason: One might expect conservatives to be more biased on the former, and liberals to be more biased on the latter.

The essays provided a barrage of scientific “facts” and were pretty in-your-face, mimicking the language that you might find on a very ideological blog. For instance, here’s a brief (and highly misleading) excerpt from the global-warming-is-bogus item:

IT IS A FACT that whatever global warming we are experiencing is mostly natural. The Earth’s orbital cycles, complex changes in solar radiation, and other natural causes can account for most of the measured temperature increase. While the climate science “establishment” may claim that human contributions have swamped this natural variability, the opposite is actually the case. Human influences on the Earth’s vast climate system are puny in comparison with the power of the sun.

And here’s some bogus information on nuclear power, from our “anti” essay on this subject:

It doesn’t take a meltdown to cause nuclear-related deaths. Disturbing statistics point to increases in cancer, low birth weight, and even mental illness in areas near perfectly good-functioning nuclear power plants. Experts estimate premature deaths worldwide from mere proximity to nuclear power plants could exceed 100,000 per year.

Thus did we attempt to get a rise out of liberals and conservatives, alike, on politicized scientific issues. (But bear in mind that the study participants might have gotten essays that confirmed their views about either of these topics, rather than attacking them.)

Beyond our global warming and nuclear power items, everything else in the study was pretty apolitical. We asked our study subjects to read fake essays that either trashed or heaped praise on their favorite brand of car, their home city, their alma mater, and their favorite musician, film, writer, and football quarterback. We also gave them contrary “facts” about the alleged superiority of Macs and PCs, culled from internet debates on the subject. And we asked them to read essays about the reality of extra sensory perception, the validity of astrology, and whether it is better to breastfeed or bottle-feed a child.

For instance, if study subjects told us they were fans of the New Orleans Saints (and many LSU students are), they might have read an essay from a “sports writer” citing bogus statistics to put down ace quarterback Drew Brees:

A little known statistic kept by the NFL is the frequency of interceptions in crucial situations. “Crucial situations” are defined as drives where a failure to score essentially either rules out the possibility of winning the game, or hands the other team an opportunity to come from behind. So it includes last-minute comeback drives, and drives that run out the clock when your team has a narrow lead.

This statistic shows that Brees has one of the worst five interceptions-during-clutch-drives numbers in the HISTORY of the league since they started keeping the statistic. I know it sounds incredible, but those are the facts. Basically, if the game is on the line, you don’t want the ball in this guy’s hands.

And if any of the students said they liked the singer Lady Gaga, they might have read a phony music journalism “expose,” channeling the gripes of two anonymous studio recording engineers:

According to B.T., Lady Gaga has serious trouble singing in tune. “We used more auto-tune on her than I’ve ever used. And we not only fixed tunings, but we fixed timing using Pro-Tools.” (Pro Tools is a digital recording program that makes manipulating music in many ways possible.) “We ‘Pro-Tooled’ pretty much every note.”

The studio horror stories go beyond the disasters that happen when the talent gets behind the microphone. One of B.T.’s colleagues, A.G., another engineer who also asked to remain unnamed, was hovering nearby during some songwriting sessions in the studio. According to A.G., listening to Lady Gaga composing was a painful experience. “I heard her playing the piano and trying to write a song. She knew like two chords.” So what about the songwriting? “Let’s just say if the album credits her with writing any of the songs, that’s a lie. I know the guy who pretty much wrote all those songs. It’s called show business. That’s just how it’s done.”

Needless to say, Everett—who happens to be both a musician, and a diehard football fan—had a lot of fun writing these items. I was personally most amused by the one in which the James Randi Educational Foundation, which offers $ 1 million for anyone who can show the existence of paranormal abilities in a controlled experiment, is forced to actually pay up because ESP is shown to be real (yeah, right).

Unbeknownst to the subjects, as they read the essays the computer program was timing them, measuring how many seconds—indeed, how many milliseconds—they spent per page of essay. Most of the essays required several onscreen “pages” to complete, where one page corresponded to a computer screen containing one or more paragraphs of text.

As it happened, this measurement of time-spent-reading yielded an unexpected and strong political result.

[image: image]

So what did we learn?


1. Openness to Experience is Still Strongly Related to Political Liberalism. First, we were able to reconfirm a key relationship between personality and politics discussed earlier in this book. In our study, Openness to Experience was linked with liberalism of every type, no matter how we measured it—that is, with social or moral liberalism, economic liberalism, liberalism based on self-identification and by party affiliation (with Democrats versus Republicans), and a couple of other measures.


But what do we mean by “linked”?

In a popular book like this one, it would be off-putting to get too deep into the statistical nature of the relationships that we found. And yet at the same time, we know many readers will want some details. So let us briefly try to make everybody happy, with one sweeping explanation of what these kinds of findings mean. (Warning: we are entering wonk land again.)

For the most part, our study was correlational, not causal. That means we detected a variety of correlations, which are statistical measures of associations between two variables that range from −1 to +1. A correlation of 1 or −1 means the two variables are perfectly associated, either positively or negatively. In other words, if you know a person’s measure on one variable, you know precisely the person’s measure on the other. A correlation of 0 means that knowing a person’s measure on the first variable gives you no clue whatsoever as to his measure on the second.

Stated in these terms, Openness correlated at 0.25 with fiscal liberalism, and negatively at −0.28 with authoritarianism (among other findings). So what does a correlation of .25 mean?

Imagine that there is some great, unobserved “source” of commonality between two variables. When this source pushes a person toward the positive side of variable A, it also pushes that person, in exactly the same amount, toward the positive side of variable B. If two variables both drew 25 percent of their variability from this common source (and, obviously, each variable drew 75 percent of its variability from other unobserved sources that were unrelated to the sources of the correspondingly unexplained 75 percent of the other variable) then the two variables would be correlated at 0.25.

That might not sound like much. But in this kind of research, which involves huge amounts of purely random measurement error as we try to gauge a person’s “level of Openness” or “level of liberalism,” correlations verging on .3 are quite convincing, and, we think, easy to detect in the “real world.” In other words, it’s relatively easy to meet 10 average conservatives and 10 average liberals and intuitively pick up personality differences that make for a correlation with ideology of .25 or .3. (We’ll bet you agree.) And our study picked up just such differences.

In fact, not only did we find a positive correlation between Openness and fiscal liberalism (among other measures of liberalism) and a negative correlation with authoritarianism, but these findings were strongly statistically significant. In terminology familiar to scientists, we might say that Openness was correlated with liberal fiscal ideology at a significance level of p = 0.002, and negatively with authoritarianism at p = 0.0006.

For the non-pros, what that means is that, if these two variables actually somehow aren’t related (if their correlation is truly zero, so that we could only have found these correlations in our unique sample by accident), then we would expect to have to collect 1000 samples of similar size to get two additional findings of an association that strong or stronger for Openness. And for authoritarianism, we’d have to collect 10,000 samples of similar size to “find” 6 more associations that strong or stronger.

That gives us good confidence that the finding is not accidental, but is a result of real differences between liberals and conservatives. (Please note that we will report results in this same format—providing first a correlation, and then a level of significance—throughout this chapter. When we say “r = .2” that means the correlation between two variables was .2, on that scale of −1 to 1.)

Thus, the idea that conservatives—economic ones included, and maybe even especially—are less Open or flexible in their cognitive style, continues to receive strong support.



2. On Nuclear Power, Conservatives Were More Biased Than Liberals. As noted in the last chapter, nuclear power is an issue often cited in order to suggest that liberals have their own anti-science biases. But this book argued, to the contrary, that liberals are actually quite flexible on this topic—and our data lend this idea new and surprisingly strong support.


On our first measure of motivated reasoning, we found that all kinds of conservatives (social, fiscal, authoritarian, self-identifying, and so on) engaged in more motivated thinking about nuclear power. In other words, conservatives perceived a bigger difference between the persuasiveness of pro- and counter-attitudinal nuclear power essays than did liberals. These correlations (of MR with various kinds of conservatism) were all positive, but they were not uniformly large—and only the correlations with self-identified fiscal conservatism (r = .26, p = .06) and party identification (r = .23, p = .055) approached statistical significance at the conventional level of p < .05. So we shouldn’t make too much of this finding.

However, on the second measure of motivated reasoning, conservatives across the board were harder to persuade about nuclear power when given counter-attitudinal evidence. Here, correlations between conservatism and motivated reasoning ranged from 0.25 to 0.38, and most of them were statistically significant at conventional levels. Here are a few of the stronger and more significant relationships: self-identified conservatism (r = .35, p = .02), Republican party identification (r = .32, p = .03), self-identified fiscal conservatism (r = .38, p = .04), and issue-based moral conservatism (r = .36, p = .016).

Let’s unpack a little more what this means, focusing on the last finding in particular. You might think of it like this: As a person went from being very morally liberal to being very morally conservative in our study, his willingness to be persuaded by an unfriendly essay about nuclear power decreased by about .6 points on a 2 point scale (from −1 to +1)—in other words, by about 30 percent!

Conservatives might argue that this result is just a reflection of their being “right”: Since conservatives favor nuclear power, and since, they might claim, the facts support the safety of nuclear power, this is just a case of their “knowing they’re right.” The problem with this interpretation is that liberals and conservatives did not differ in their initial support for nuclear power. Instead, liberals were about as likely as conservatives to enter the survey with positive feelings about nuclear power. It’s just that they were more willing to consider essays that opposed their pre-existing point of view—whether that view was for or against nukes.

Thus, the idea that liberals are extremely motivated thinkers on nuclear power seems questionable. Perhaps in a more politically knowledgeable sample, one in which both the liberals and the conservatives were strongly committed to opposing positions on the issue, you’d find the liberals more motivated, yielding equivalent levels of MR on both sides. But the idea that conservatives are flexible in considering the dangers of nukes, while liberals are relatively inflexible in considering the benefits? The evidence here says it’s very likely the other way around.

Indeed, the evidence clearly suggests that there was something about our nuclear power item that tickled conservatives emotionally—perhaps drawing a negative reaction to what they perceived as environmental “alarmism”?—and so triggered significant motivated reasoning.



3. On Global Warming, Science Deniers Appear Less Cognitively Flexible Than Those Who Accept What Scientists Know. We had hypothesized that less Openness would cause conservatives to engage in more motivated reasoning. And on our two purely political items, the results did indeed seem to lend support to our idea. In fact, the findings are quite consistent with results described earlier in this book. We’ve already seen as much for nuclear power, but now consider global warming.


First of all, on this issue we found that those who spent more time reading our essays (which could be considered a measure of curiosity, and therefore related to Openness), as well as those who were more Open to Experience by our standard measure, were more likely to accept from the outset that global warming is caused by humans. The first result was statistically significant across the board (r = .18, p = 0.027). The second result was only significant in the more politically knowledgeable quarter of the sample, where it became quite strong (r = .37, p = .04). So taken as a whole, it does appear that the more curious or Open people in our study started out from the position of being more scientifically correct about human-caused global warming.

On top of that, it’s also possible that global warming “deniers” reason in a more motivated way on this issue than the “accepters” do, although our data on this point are not as conclusive as they were on nuclear power. What’s clear is that after reading our essays—essays that either supported or opposed our subjects’ initial views about whether global warming is real and caused by humans—the two groups did indeed respond differently.

On our first measure of motivated reasoning—remember, this was the “spread” between how persuasive a friendly essay was and how unpersuasive an unfriendly essay was—those who denied climate science appeared to show a larger gap (thinking the global-warming-is-bunk essay was persuasive and the global-warming-is-real essay was unpersuasive) than the accepters did (thinking the global-warming-is-real essay was persuasive while the global-warming-is-bunk essay was unpersuasive).

This finding was not very strong or statistically significant for all participants in the study. But it became increasingly strong, and increasingly significant, as our subjects’ political knowledge increased. Thus for instance, global warming believers who answered one political knowledge question right were about 10 percent more likely to call a view different from their own persuasive (p = .03), and those who answered two political knowledge questions right were 15 percent more likely (p = .006). Thus, you might say that as global warming deniers’ level of political knowledge increased, so did their bias, leaving the more knowledgeable deniers considerably more motivated than the more knowledgeable believers on our first measure. And this result was statistically significant.

On our second measure of motivated reasoning—whether your opinion changed after reading an essay that challenged your preexisting beliefs—the result is more complicated. First, we found that those who accepted human-caused global warming were more resistant to the (bogus) essay we created trying to debunk it. However, this result was not statistically significant.

As political knowledge increased, however, deniers were just as resistant to changing their minds after reading warming-is-real essays as accepters were after encountering warming-is-a-hoax essays. (And note: This means the smarter deniers were getting more and more convinced about a factually wrong belief.) Here again, however, the finding did not reach statistical significance.

So on our first motivated reasoning item (but not our second), increasing political knowledge is significantly associated with increasing motivated reasoning for global-warming deniers—but not for global-warming accepters. And this is consistent with what Chris likes to call the “smart idiot” effect—conservatives who are more knowledgeable, or more politically engaged, becoming more biased.





Based on the results reported so far, our hypothesis was faring pretty well. Conservatives were less Open, and were considerably more biased political reasoners on nuclear science—the issue where liberals are supposedly more biased. Plus, science deniers were more motivated than science accepters on at least one measure of MR regarding global warming—and they were motivated in favor of being factually wrong.

However, when it came to non-political items, this pattern didn’t hold any longer.

In fact, we did not achieve a satisfactory measure of general, across-the-board motivated reasoning as a trait or individual tendency. There is no question that motivated reasoning was happening on almost every item. For most of the items, our subjects found friendly essays more persuasive than unfriendly essays. What’s more, upon closer analysis, most of the items showed that taking a strong view on the topic was associated with higher levels of motivated reasoning than taking a moderate view. In other words, there was a strong prior attitude effect, which is just what we would expect to find if motivated reasoning was going on.

However, on these non-political items—involving how good one’s favorite quarterback is, how good one’s school is, and so on—motivated reasoning seemed to be driven less by any trait that the individual possessed, and more simply by this prior attitude effect: A person’s emotional investment in a particular idea, belief, or “attitude object.” In other words, we didn’t find strong evidence that motivated reasoning even exists as a chronic personality trait that can be measured on a multi-item index or scale. If he’s emotionally attached to a thing, a person is probably going to be motivated in his reasoning about it, at least when initially confronted with “evidence” about it. (It may well be that more open-minded people will continue thinking about things after the initial shock, and may later weigh additional evidence, whereas more closed-minded people will regard the matter as closed—but we could not test that in a single sitting.)

In other words, this is where our study tried to go considerably farther than prior work—to shoot for the moon—and we didn’t succeed. We wanted to show that the same patterns of motivated reasoning that occurred on political issues would also hold up on a battery of non-political issues—indeed, that they would hold across the board. If so, this would mean that conservatives are simply more defensive about their prior beliefs, period.

At least in this first pass at the question, it didn’t work out that way.
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But while we didn’t find conservatives systematically engaging in more motivated reasoning than liberals on non-political issues, there was something intriguing that we did find. And this was, by far, our strongest result of all.

We measured how much time our subjects spent reading the essays. We did so simply because Everett’s mentors in political science, Charles Taber and Milton Lodge of Stony Brook, had found that more time spent looking at counter-attitudinal arguments was associated with stronger motivated reasoning, presumably because people spent more time arguing in their heads against the contrary evidence.

While our study design was substantially different from theirs, we wondered if increased reading time would again be associated with increased motivated reasoning. It actually wasn’t, in our sample. But we anticipated there might be a complication with this idea: Liberals might spend more time reading the essays. And guess what: they did!


4. Conservatives spend less time attending to new information than liberals do. Across the twelve items in our study—both political and non-political—the tendency to spend more time on a particular page of essay formed a very reliable “scale,” regardless of whether we measured respondents’ reading of pro-attitudinal essays, counter-attitudinal essays, or all essays. This remained the case even after throwing out participants who spent so little time reading an essay that they could not have possibly attended to it at all—and horrors, sometimes students actually do this, clicking mindlessly through our surveys for extra credit without actually reading them.


We then tested whether conservatives spend less time reading the essays—and at quite robust levels, they do. For example, a strong self-identifying conservative was estimated to spend an average of 10 seconds less than a strong liberal looking at a single “screen page” of essay material!

Indeed, every single measure of conservatism we had was significantly correlated with less reading time, and in some cases highly significantly: self-identified general ideology (r = 0.30, p =.0003), self-identified social/moral conservatism (0.31, p =.001), self-identified fiscal conservatism (0.21, p =.03), issue-position-derived index of moral conservatism (0.21, p =.01), issue-position-derived index of fiscal conservatism (0.20, p =.016), issue-position-derived index of “toughness-issue” conservatism (0.19, p =.026), Republican party identification (.24, p =.004), and most powerfully of all, authoritarianism (0.32, p =.0001).

Let us unpack what that last finding, in particular, means. If this result—that authoritarians spend significantly less time reading our essays—is accidental, then we would have to run our study ten thousand more times to find it again. In other words, either we were struck by lightning in this particular experiment, or we’re on to something here. And just to make sure, Everett also ran what is called a “regression” analysis to determine if what we were detecting was partly being influenced by individuals’ level of political knowledge—if this factor was involved shaping reading time. And it wasn’t. Rather, reading time was clearly related to conservatism, and especially its authoritarian and social conservative incarnation.

Given previous research, it may not be too outlandish to propose that this result may capture a general relative incuriosity that characterizes conservatives—although we cannot rule out the alternative hypothesis that they are just faster readers (a result that would surely generate no less of a stir!). Perhaps slightly more realistic is the hypothesis that conservatives are dismissive of the “liberal research enterprise,” and hence don’t deign to read our silly materials, but this is probably incorrect for two reasons. First, we threw out people who spent literally only a second or two on each page, so where participants truly didn’t care, their time-spent-reading measurements are excluded from this analysis. And second, being dismissive of the research enterprise is entirely consistent with being incurious anyway—heck, in a survey one might even measure incuriosity with an item that asks people whether they are dismissive of academic research.

So if reading time is a measure of curiosity, does it significantly correlate with Openness itself? Yes it does. It’s not a particularly strong relationship (r = 0.17, just significant at conventional levels: p = 0.04), but it’s suggestive that there is some relationship between the “curiosity” aspect of Openness and the general level of interest required to digest our essays.

We should emphasize that this finding about conservatism and reading time only held true in a group of 140 or so college students at a single university. But it is suggestive, especially since the result is found in all kinds of conservatives, is always statistically significant, and in some cases, is extremely so.

Furthermore, this result may signal a tendency in conservatives that cuts against our initial assumption that they engage in more or stronger motivated reasoning. As mentioned, spending more time reading essays or information that contradicts one’s point of view has been found, in prior studies, to be tied to more motivated reasoning. But conservatives in our study were spending less time reading across the board. This may have cut down on their sheer ability to be very biased, or motivated, in their responses. Many simply may not have been engaged enough with the material.





In sum, then, we simply didn’t achieve a good enough measure of general, non-political motivated reasoning to show that any one group of people is more likely to engage in it across a diversity of topics. This doesn’t mean such a measure could never be devised—only that our first attempt, into which we put much thought and even more work, didn’t succeed. To be sure, motivated reasoning happened all over the place in our survey, but it wasn’t systematic. The same individuals weren’t doing it on every item—rather, an individual tended to think in a biased way when he was heavily invested in that particular topic or in defending that particular attitude object, but not on other items in which he was less invested.

However, we did confirm the notion, resting now on a growing mountain of evidence, that liberalism is associated with curiosity and open-mindedness as measured by conventional methods—and if you consider time spent reading as an alternative measure, as measured by an alternative method too.

So what does this all mean?

While our hypothesis about conservatives engaging in more political motivated reasoning held up quite well in this study, a tendency to engage in more general motivated reasoning did not. However, we found one possible explanation for this result, in that conservatives, more than liberals, may have been going on quicker and less informed impressions rather than deeply engaging with the material we provided. It is even possible that conservatives were making more use of heuristics—which isn’t really reasoning at all, motivated or otherwise.

This suggestion itself arises out of past research on the differences between liberalism and conservatism. For instance, a study of authoritarianism and heuristic reasoning by Marcus Kemmelmeier, discussed in Chapter 3, suggested that this group of conservatives, in particular, was more susceptible to reasoning errors resulting from quick impulses or reactions to material. And again, our finding about less reading time most strongly implicated authoritarianism.

Also potentially relevant here is a study discussed in Chapter 8, on conservatives, global warming, and cable news. The study, by Lauren Feldman of American University and her colleagues, found that just as conservatives who watch Fox overwhelmingly dismiss global warming, so conservatives who watched CNN or MSNBC were more likely to accept that global warming is true. In other words, conservatives seemed more impressionable than liberals in both contexts.

In sum, our study very much backs up the idea that there may be something about conservatives that leads them to be more factually incorrect. But it also gives us a more nuanced view on the question, showing that we may not be able to locate this tendency simply in emotional defensiveness and the motivated reasoning that results. While highly sophisticated conservatives are likely very strong motivated reasoners about politics (and you can bet highly sophisticated liberals probably have this tendency too), average conservatives may be less exacting in how they assess information—less engaged, curious, exploratory—and more vulnerable to first impressions (including propaganda they encounter from trusted and intellectually sophisticated conservative opinion leaders). In other words, it may be mistaken to treat the two groups of conservatives in the same way in this context.

In future research, we would very much like to find new ways of testing these ideas, such as including measures of “need for cognition,” “need for closure,” and tests for various types of reasoning based on heuristics. It seems plausible that more and less reading time might be associated with the need for cognition and the need for closure, respectively.

As of now, we can still say that a lack of Openness probably explains much about many conservatives, including their resistance to the facts. But solely attributing this to an across the board difference in motivated reasoning that even extends outside of the political arena may be too simplistic—and thus, it is fortunate that we ran this study and were able to obtain this new evidence (and so modify our views). Instead, here is how Openness (or the lack thereof) might work:

If conservatives just aren’t as interested as liberals in finding things out about the world—and that’s what our essays were all about: we were purporting to bring evidence to bear about wide-ranging (and, we think, interesting) topics like ESP, quarterbacking ability, the academic quality of the participants’ school, a popular singer’s need to use performance enhancing technologies like auto-tune—one need not suggest conservatives are always more staunch defenders of ideas they care about than liberals are of ideas they care about. Conservatives’ tendency to be wrong on the facts might sometimes be explained by a lack of interest in facts themselves—and, perhaps, by a relatively stronger interest in seeing government set policy in a way that that matches their values (which are quite easily discoverable without any need for excessive curiosity), rather than changing on-the-ground realities.

In other words, even without a vast difference between liberals and conservatives in motivated reasoning, we can go a good distance in explaining why conservatives reject science and other evidence brought to bear on politics. It’s because Openness is largely a measure of curiosity about the world, an eagerness to inquire and learn new things—and that obviously often means inquiry about science and what’s verifiably true. It may be that in the course of reading a short essay attacking or praising some cherished idea, brand, or football team, liberals and conservatives alike can have equally strong, gut-level, emotional reactions, causing temporary denial. But over time, people who are curious about the world and more interested in learning about it are probably more likely to acquire knowledge—and, ultimately, to bring their political beliefs in line with that knowledge.

Such people are also, of course, probably more likely to wind up pursuing careers in “liberal” academia—and this book has presented much evidence showing that today’s Democratic Party, much more than today’s Republican Party, is brimming with intellectuals and Ph.D.s. So our study could also be said to reinforce a point made earlier in these pages—that the current, vast difference in expertise across the parties is probably closely related to their difference over what is true and false about the world. And this difference in expertise is itself surely related to Openness, and the tendency of the intellectually curious and exploratory to seek out knowledge and advanced degrees.

So it may be that greater Openness and greater interest in learning about the world in all its complexity—not a general lack of motivated reasoning—brings liberals closer to science and to the facts. And it may appear that conservatives are more motivated in their reasoning simply because, with policy preferences that are less likely to correspond to the kinds of knowledge that are acquired through curiosity and inquiry—and that thus are more likely to run afoul of evidence, or be oblivious to it—conservatives simply have a more frequent need to resort to political motivated reasoning to defend their beliefs.
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Conclusion

Rescuing Reality

In November of 2011, as I awaited the results of our study, the following occurred:


1. A new paper came out in a peer reviewed journal, once again detecting differences between liberals and conservatives that appear rooted in the brain. In it, a group of Italian researchers found that conservatives, more than liberals, showed an “automatic selective attention for negative stimuli.”


What does that mean? In one experiment, liberals and conservatives were shown a series of positive and negative words that were presented in different colors, either red or blue. When asked to identify a given word’s color, conservatives appeared more distracted by the negative words (like “vomit,” “horrible,” “disorder,” and “disgust”), and thus performed more poorly at the color-identification task.

It is hard not to wonder: Is the word “liberal” also a negative stimulus for conservatives, one that triggers strong automatic and affective responses? And do liberals respond equally automatically and rapidly to the word “conservative”?

The authors weren’t shy in linking their findings back to prior research on conservatives’ vigilance and responses to threat—and thus, to the amygdala. Indeed, these past studies had informed and guided the design of their experiments.



2. In early November, I released a draft cover image of this book, and a brief description of its subject matter, online. Conservatives then rapidly attacked this negative stimulus, charging that I was practicing a form of “new eugenics” and that the book—not yet in print, not yet even finished—depicts them as “genetically/mentally/psychologically inferior.”


This is incorrect, as anyone reading these pages knows. It is also more than a little inflammatory—not unlike wrongly charging that the health care bill creates “death panels.”

What’s more, not having read the book, there is no way conservatives could actually know whether their charge about it was true or not. But they made the charge anyway—and one conservative blogger in particular, the top climate “skeptic” Anthony Watts, featured it along with an image of an “abnormal” brain from the 1974 Mel Brooks film Young Frankenstein.



3. On the day before Thanksgiving, we finally had all of our data from the study, and Everett rushed to analyze it so that we could report our findings in these pages.


The ultimate result, as you’ve seen, is that in an experiment that tried to take what we know about well-documented liberal and conservative differences, and combine it together with what we know about processes of biased reasoning, we appeared to confirm some expectations, disconfirm others, and also to find something new. The last was most intriguing: Conservatives just weren’t spending as much time reading our essays, a tendency that may be related to less Openness or curiosity. This possibility needs to be further studied. The result is striking and, if real, might explain a lot.

So we examined our data, adjusted our beliefs and hypotheses accordingly—and started to contemplate new research possibilities.





How is all this connected?

Clearly, research on the psychology of ideology, and on the differences between liberals and conservatives, is here to stay. In fact, it is moving into a new stage, one in which these well documented differences are taken as the starting point, and then experiments are designed to figure out what they actually mean in different, increasingly realistic contexts. One of those contexts will of course involve the processing of inconvenient or threatening information—whether political or otherwise.

This trajectory of research cannot be stopped. It cannot be put back in the box. It is too intriguing, and too important.

Indeed, the research has already established some strong findings, such as the relationship between liberalism and Openness. And it is probing further into areas of uncertainty—for example, concerning the left, the right, and motivated or defensive reasoning.

An accurate depiction of the current state of knowledge, as it bears on the thesis of this book, might be this: We know liberals overall are more Open, and conservatives are less so, with all that entails. So we know this difference probably helps to explain much about our political battles over what’s true. But at the same time, there is still a great deal to learn about how these differences play out in the real live political and media world.

In particular, following on our latest results, I wonder whether stronger group or “team” affiliations play a role in driving conservatives’ biased reasoning about politics in particular. We know conservatives tend to be more intense in their loyalty and dedication to their group. And if that group is the “Republicans,” maybe this helps to explain their willingness to double down on certain wrong beliefs that are politically vital to the party. They’re defending their “band of brothers,” so to speak.

It is also clearly going to be important to get a better understand of the relationship between conservatives reacting rapidly and automatically on the one hand, and their engaging in more elaborate defensive reasoning processes on the other—especially, in the latter case, when they are politically sophisticated. In other words, we need to know much more about how liberals and conservatives, respectively, rely on System 1 and System 2.

New studies can help tease this out. But of course, most of these studies will be designed by academic liberals, who naturally want to gain a better understanding of the dysfunctional nature of our politics. Consequently, there is every reason to expect that conservatives will lash out and attack these findings. They’ll assume it’s just another case of liberal academia bashing them—and so may dismiss a growing body of solid knowledge with a wave of the hand.

Such a defensive reaction, ironically, would be a highly un-nuanced way of understanding what the science actually suggests.

If anything, I come out of a yearlong immersion in this research with a newfound admiration for conservatives. No, I don’t think they’re very good at getting the facts right in politicized and contested areas. And I think I know a lot more about why. But the same knowledge suggests that conservatives are much better than liberals at other things—like, say, showing determination, leadership, loyalty, perseverance—and that liberals have a great deal to learn from them.

Despite this, however, research on the science of our politics will probably continue to be attacked by the very same people who, in a less polarized context, would make for very loyal allies, teammates, friends.
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But for those who are Open to what I’m saying, I think we are now prepared to attempt—very tentatively—to sketch a “nature” meets “environment” account of the conservative denial of reality. Multiple factors seem at play; things can go very differently because of any single one of them. And by no means is our knowledge complete. But the big picture, I suspect, may ultimately look something like this.

First, there is “nature” or “psychology,” which is probably partially influenced by our genes. These, acting through individual cells (especially in our brains), help to create a variety of propensities and traits, such as personalities or dispositions. Some of these have latent ideological implications, and may predispose us towards the adoption of beliefs that “feel” right to us—religious beliefs and political beliefs, among others. We are not really aware of this happening—it just does.

Next, there is the “environment” in which we grow up. We do not enter it as a blank slate, but we’re certainly influenced by it. Here, we’re shaped by our families (political beliefs expressed by our parents, whether the lawn has a Republican or Democrat sign at election time), our schools, our churches, our peers. This early environment interacts with our genes and who we are, as our experiences change and shape our brains—and so we develop an identity and a view of the world.

Now, both our personalities and the context in which we’ve grown up have tilted us towards adopting some beliefs more than others.

Third, there is the overarching political context—the region and country in which we live, the era, the political structures in existence, the communication technologies in use. These control the kinds of ideas we’re exposed to, as well as how much choice we have in the information we consume and the ideas we embrace. For instance, in some communities—the white South—there is greater social pressure to adopt a Republican ideology, whether or not one has a personality or disposition with which this ideology is very consistent. Ideological choice is thus constrained by social desirability factors imposed by the group or community, sometimes subtly, and sometimes more overtly.

Now our personalities, the context in which we’ve grown up, and broader societal factors have all tilted us towards adopting some beliefs more than others.

There are also large scale events—like 9/11, Hurricane Katrina, the Great Recession—which cause powerful emotions (fear, empathy) in the population and can cause ideological shifts or conversions. Slower political changes over time can do the same. In this complex way, ideologies are formed, sets of beliefs are assembled—and then, sometimes, they are challenged.

At this point, our core natures or personalities once again condition how we respond. But so do all the ties and commitments we’ve made, the tone of conversation we’ve learned, the political context and the communication technologies—all of which may make it easier, or harder, for us to reinforce our beliefs. Also at play are factors like the time we have available to pay attention to a given topic or issue, and the time we’ve spent engaging with it in the past, getting up to speed, learning to care and to have arguments and responses.

All of this shapes whether we fight the facts, or whether we shift our views more flexibly. So in no way is it a simple story. And in no way is it determinism.

But it looks as though some of these factors, working together, have created a vast amount of ideologically driven misinformation on the political right today. Among these factors, personalities and psychological needs (authoritarianism, the need for closure) seem important, but so do levels of political engagement or knowledge, and divergent communication and information channels. And so does the tone of discourse and the standards of acceptable political behavior, which are strongly influenced by political elites.

What’s new about this book is its synthesis of a large body of evidence suggesting that despite the contribution of so many disparate factors, “nature”—more specifically, psychology and personality—still seem to shine through.

But given that that is the case, how should we respond to this reality—that people are who they are, that conservatism itself is part of human nature, and that people fight back vigorously to defend their beliefs, and intellectually sophisticated conservatives perhaps most of all?

First, the very same body of science suggests a variety of interventions that actually work to change people’s minds, at least to an extent. Recent research by Brendan Nyhan and Jason Reifler, for instance, has shown that if you want to make people less defensive and biased, a technique called “self affirmation” holds great promise. What is self-affirmation?

Before hitting people with inconvenient facts in a recent motivated reasoning study, Nyhan and Reifler first had their subjects write a short essay describing something good about themselves—a moment when their core values or identities led to a positive outcome. Something they could be proud of.

This exercise, the study showed, brought about an overall debiasing and less defensive responses. And not surprisingly: Because motivated reasoning is an emotional process, you can’t expect to short circuit it with reason or arguments. Rather, only by lessening emotion and defensiveness—causing partisans to disarm—can you establish a conversation or exchange of information that is unthreatening.

On a person-to-person level, such an approach will assuredly work far better than getting into a shouting match. And that is how we ought to be having conversations—calmly and interpersonally, if honest give-and-take is the goal.

In such situations, it is also vitally important to demonstrate that there is common ground before broaching anything controversial, and to frame the information to be shared in a non-threatening manner. In another study, for instance, Dan Kahan and his colleagues found that conservatives were more open to the science of global warming if it was framed as supporting the expansion of nuclear power—but very closed to the science if it was framed as supporting traditional pollution controls, which fly in the face of their values.

All of this has profound implications for liberals, and scientists, who hold Enlightenment values and want to share their knowledge. These thinkers tend to be wedded to the idea that facts ought to win the day, that the truth emerges from vigorous clashes and debates of ideas. And that approach might very well work among people who share the same Enlightenment values, and honor and respect academic and scientific norms.

But matters are very different when you are trying to communicate with someone who does not share your Enlightenment values—or indeed, with the public at large. Here, the tacit assumptions of those who think “facts” and “reason” are the way to convince people are actually likely to be a hindrance to success.
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Such are some scientific ways of trying to communicate and persuade—but liberals and scientists should not get overoptimistic about the idea of convincing conservatives to change their most deeply held beliefs. There are far too many factors arrayed against this possibility at present—not only the psychology of conservatism itself, but our current political polarization, by parties and also by information channels.

You can’t have an unemotional conversation when everything is framed as a battle, as it currently is. Our warfare over reality, and for control of the country, is just too intense. This unending combat is terribly destructive for America, and I don’t really know of any good way to bring an end to it.

Actually, that’s not quite right: I don’t know of a way to stop it that conservatives would actually agree on. But if conservatives were interested in compromise, an olive branch, then this might be a way to achieve it.

Imagine that liberals and conservatives were to agree to a truce, based on a joint acceptance of the body of science surveyed in this book. Both sides would respectfully conclude from this science that liberals and conservatives both have different strengths and weaknesses, which come out in separate situations.

Liberals are better at getting at the truth in complex, nuanced situations—as are their psychological brethren, scientists. And that’s in significant part because they have the dispositions and personalities for it—they tolerate ambiguity and uncertainty, and they like engaging in deep and taxing thinking. So part of the truce would require conservatives to recognize that if you want knowledge, you must go to a person (or better yet, group of persons, like the scientific community) that is adept at determining what it actually is. You don’t just get to make it up for yourself and deny what actual experts say, because you’re sure you’re right.

But conservatives are clearly better at being decisive, sticking to a course, being unwavering. So part of the truce would require liberals to recognize that conservatives must play a critically important role in a variety of leadership positions, in making sure that choices get made—provided that they heed liberals and lead in a reality-based fashion. I am not talking about going to war with Iraq based on misinformation, and being unswervingly convinced that this is a good idea. Rather, I am talking about something like, say, leading a patriotic campaign to make America the best nation in the world at dealing with climate change and adopting clean energy technologies.

This may sound a little Kumbaya—but I am serious in my view that our politics would be vastly more healthy if we acknowledged our strengths and weaknesses, and showed one another some deference in our respective areas of strength. I want to have liberals around to tell me what is true, but I want conservatives on my team, and to help me be decisive, effective, and stay the course.

To see as much, consider a few recent examples of conservative strength and liberal weakness. As I was completing this book, the nations of Europe were trying to patch together yet another plan to fix their gigantic debt problems, after “kicking the can down the road” for months and months. And Occupy Wall Street protesters were engaging in chaotic and largely incoherent protests, thus probably assuring that they’ll never be as politically effective as the right wing movement with which they’re so often compared: The Tea Party.

To my mind, these are very different but related examples of inadequate psychological conservatism. Europe needed one decisive shock and awe plan to fix everything—one big blast from a really big bazooka—rather than endless dithering and summits.

And Occupy Wall Street needed a clear agenda that directly advanced the electoral hopes of President Obama and the Democratic Party—for that is the only way there will ever be progress on behalf of the 99 percent, and against the one.

But were either Europe’s “leaders,” or Occupy Wall Street’s “leaders,” aware that psychological liberalism was their problem, and that they needed to go against their instincts? I doubt it.

The point is that conservatism and liberalism alike represents core parts of human nature, and each has many virtues and benefits. That’s why the notion that studying the psychology, neuroscience, or even the genetics of left-right differences will lead to a “new eugenics” is so silly and misinformed. Why would you want to try to breed away character traits that are so vital and beneficial, and such a central part of who we are?

My current suspicion—though I know the science is inadequate to prove it—is that we probably evolved to have the capacity to be both “conservative,” and also to be “liberal,” because both are really beneficial to us. The problem in modern times, and in the United States today, is that we’ve gotten terribly confused, and put these two sides of ourselves in opposition. Which is disastrous. They need to be operating together, rather than at cross purposes.
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But as I said, I don’t expect conservatives to actually listen to me.

So instead of telling conservatives how they might fare better—for instance, start heeding reality-based former allies like Bruce Bartlett and David Frum—let me instead tell my fellow liberals how they might. After all, liberals are very open to new ideas and to change—and change is very much what they need.

So here’s the advice, liberals: You need to be way more conservative. And I don’t mean that a policy sense, but in a psychological one.

First, liberals need to be more “conservative” whenever conservatives are being unyielding, as they have so often been of late—and indeed, as they are more inclined to be. It simply makes no sense to try to compromise with someone who won’t compromise. It just weakens your negotiating position, especially when it is expected that liberals will be the ones who ultimately flinch in a game of chicken.

More generally, liberals need to be more “conservative” not in the substance of their ideas, but in how they strive to make them a reality. In politics and in advocacy alike, liberals need to show much more unity, much less fractious dissent and infighting, much more loyalty and shared purpose.

Take liberals and President Obama. He’s the best hope they’ve got—in fact, the only one. And yet for many, the constant instinct is to find flaws with him; and liberals are vastly less committed to devotedly supporting him than the Tea Party is to attacking him.

Why? Because they’re liberals. It certainly doesn’t help that some of them can draw more attention to themselves, and stand out from the crowd, by coming up with novel and ingenious ways of bashing a president from their own party.

But guess what, liberals: Obama needs you right now. He needs your trust, your devotion. You ought to try to show him the same loyalty that conservatives showed George W. Bush, and forget about that little issue where he didn’t do things precisely as you would have liked. You should defer to his judgment, and give him . . . your faith.

And yes, I am fully aware that it sounds icky. But that’s precisely the point—this is about going against your instincts, instincts that, in this case, impair your effectiveness.

The same lesson applies across liberal land. Dear environmental groups: Stop fighting amongst yourselves over petty differences. You have vast resources, yet you hardly get the most out of them. You try to let a thousand flowers bloom, and occupy ever more specialized and technocratic niches—and then you wonder why you fail.

And note: Becoming more unified does not just mean just holding a meeting where all your leaders get together and have long conversations. It means coming up with one unified plan, one singular purpose, and then pushing it as if there was no other choice and everything depends on it. The way conservatives would.

Here’s the thing, liberals: We have a key advantage over conservatives. We heed reality, and are willing to change. So we can course-correct if we’re going in the wrong direction, and do so based on the best available information.

In this case, the best information points to an inconvenient truth. It suggests that we have an inherent tendency, which we rarely even recognize, to be politically ineffectual—because we’re too busy differentiating ourselves from one another, highlighting our differences rather than our similarities, lingering in uncertainty rather than being decisive, attacking our own teammates rather than finding common cause, and trying to communicate complicated, nuanced facts rather than clear and motivating messages.

But because we’re flexible, we can also change this. And in the process, we can stay a step ahead of conservatives.

Let me suggest that we start conquering this not-always-advantageous side of our natures right away—though we should probably share a few drinks first. That would definitely help make us more unified.
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Conservatives and liberals aren’t the only ones who ought to heed the research described in these pages. So should two other broadly liberal groups: Journalists and fact checkers on the one hand, and what I’ll call “liberal contrarians” on the other.

Journalists and fact checkers: You need to take seriously the notion that what appears to be true might be just that. Republicans today really are more doggedly misinformed about politics and economics (tax policy, healthcare reform), about science (evolution, global warming), and so on. Indeed, there is a very good reason for this; and not a reason that is demeaning, or relies on the dubious assertion that that Republicans are somehow bad people, or less intelligent.

No: Perhaps they respond differently to information than do liberals—thanks to different psychologies, different media channels, or some combination of these and other factors. Perhaps they cling more strongly to wrong beliefs, out of deference to authority, unity with the group, and simple searching for closure. Perhaps they need to do so.

This book takes seriously the idea—increasingly difficult to deny—that in the aggregate, Republicans and Democrats really think about facts, about reality itself, differently. And it has sought to explain how such a misadventure could come about, drawing on the best scientific tools available to aid in such an account.

Because after all, if this idea of differential approaches to reality is true, then that really matters. It has dramatic consequences for policy; but perhaps even more momentous implications still for the tone and the assumptions we bring into political “debates.” In particular, an “on the one hand, on the other hand” approach to journalism and the adjudicating of facts may simply be intellectually irresponsible. It may be just a ruse to go about this in a bipartisan way, if one side is getting it wrong all the time and the other is not.

So here’s an idea: Let’s give up on this silly notion of media “balance.” Let’s acknowledge upfront that Fox is a misinformation machine. Let’s stop pretending that Jon Stewart is as misleading as the station he loves to criticize, or that a half-Pinocchio statement by President Obama is equivalent to the latest rewriting of history by Sarah Palin.

And—this will be the hardest of all—let’s cover our politics in a psychologically informed way. When we see liberals acting incoherent and disorganized (e.g., Occupy Wall Street), let’s remark on why that is. When we see conservatives exhibiting authoritarian responses and applauding the death penalty and executions, let’s explain why that is.

And now, let me turn to the liberal contrarians. You know who you are. I’m talking about people who are not actually conservative, but really enjoy puckishly attacking their fellow liberals all the time.

Their behavior, ironically, is itself a psychologically liberal one, and a part of the Open personality. Liberal contrarians want to be noticed. They want to be seen as different. So they try to make waves.

I’ll acknowledge that this can be a fun game sometimes, and it’s one I’ve played myself. But when it comes to the modern politicized denial of reality by conservatives, it is long past time for liberal contrarians to stop claiming that somehow the two sides are equal, a “pox on both their houses,” and so on. The evidence just doesn’t support it. Not remotely. Liberal contrarians can be allowed a measure of dilettantism, but at some point, they too must cop to reality.
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And as for defending reality itself? That’s the trickiest thing of all.

As I’ve suggested, refuting conservative falsehoods does only limited good. There are more than enough conservative intellectuals out there to stand up “refute” the refutations, leading to endless, fruitless arguments. And for the general public, those unconvinced or undecided, sound and fury over technical matters is off-putting, and leaves behind the impression that nobody knows what is actually true.

Rather, liberals and scientists should find some key facts—the best facts—and integrate them into stories that move people. A data dump is worse than pointless; it’s counterproductive. But a narrative can change heart and mind alike.

And here, again, is where you really have to admire conservatives. Their narrative of the founding of the country, which casts the U.S. as a “Christian nation” and themselves as the Tea Party, is a powerful story that perfectly matches their values. It just happens to be . . . wrong. But liberals will never defeat it factually—they have to tell a better story of their own.

The same goes for any number of other issues where conservative misinformation has become so dominant. Again and again, liberals have the impulse to shout back what’s true. Instead, they need to shout back what matters.
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The book you’ve just read represents a year of work by an anti-authoritarian, need for cognition, Open and Conscientious liberal. In it, I’ve made a large number of factual and interpretive claims. The unavoidable question—given motivated reasoning—is, how do I know I’m right?

The best answer I can give is the following: Because I’m willing to be wrong. Because my beliefs are tentative, and because I understand and respect uncertainty, scientific and otherwise.

Indeed, not only am I willing to be wrong about anything in this book: I’m sure I am wrong about something somewhere. In fact, I modified my own views in the course of this project, thanks to Everett Young. Our experiment forced me to question whether there are really across the board motivated reasoning differences in liberals and conservatives, at least of a sort that extend beyond politics.

So do I engage in motivated reasoning? Of course. It would be foolish, naïve, and hubristic to claim some sort of unique exemption from human nature.

But I have also checked my facts and interpretations repeatedly, strived for accuracy, and familiarized myself with the most serious counterarguments that I am aware of and could find. And still, this is where I stand:


	Liberals and conservatives are different, in ways that can be measured and that really matter;

	This has everything to do with our divide over reality and the facts (where it helps to explain why liberals tend to be right);

	Accepting this reality has monumental implications for how we conduct political debates and, indeed, for the future of our perilously divided country.



Am I wrong about any of this? If so, you will have to show me where. I will strive to listen.

In conclusion, then: I am a liberal, self-described, self-examined, and hopefully self-aware. I am willing to update my beliefs and to change—and I see this willingness as a virtue, a characteristic I strive to possess.

In the end, then, the best I can say is this:

I believe that I am right, but I know that I could be wrong. Truth is something that I am driven to search for. Nuance is something I can handle. And uncertainty is something I know I’ll never fully dispel.

Notes

261 “automatic selective attention for negative stimuli” Luciana Carrago et al, “Automatic Conservatives: Ideology-Based Attentional Asymmetries in the Processing of Valenced Information,” PLoS One, Vol. 6, No. 11, November 9, 2011. Available online at http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3212508/.

262 rapidly attacked Chris Mooney, “Conservatives Attack and Misunderstand a Book They Haven’t Read . . . a Book About Flawed Conservative Reasoning,” November 10, 2011. Available online at http://www.desmogblog.com/conservatives-attack-and-misunderstand-book-they-haven-t-read-book-about-flawed-conservative-reasoning.

262 Anthony Watts Chris Mooney, “Anthony Watts and Defensive Reasoning: Three Episodes,” November 16, 2011. Available online at http://www.desmogblog.com/anthony-watts-and-defensive-reasoning-three-episodes.
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