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The Self-Righteous Mind
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Ideology
• Definition: a set of ideas about beliefs about how society should work
• Ideology is multi-dimensional
• social issues (e.g., abortion, same-sex marriage)
• social order (e.g., egalitarian vs. hierarchy)
• social change (e.g., progress vs. tradition)
• economic issues (e.g., taxes)
• foreign policy (e.g., war vs. peace)
• Canadians tend to be liberal on social issues and conservative on economic
issues
• However, a single dimension is a good first approximation of where people
stand, especially when social issues becomes a team sport (as it is right now)
• In this course, we will focus on a single left-right dimension
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Democrats

A

B

liberals
(freedom, liberty)

Republicans

C
How do you identify?

D

E
conservatives
(constraint, tradition)

left-wing
(egalitarian)

right-wing
(hierarchy)
traditional religion

marriage equality

environment

productivity

law and order

victims
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sm95eZ1PZL0&t=408s
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Are you more for or against aﬃrmative action?
A. For
B. Against

Aﬃrmative Action
giving underrepresented minority
groups preference in hiring decisions
and admissions to university
AKA Employment Equity

•

My beliefs are…

•

totally correct (mine are 5
the only correct view)

•

much more correct 4
than other viewpoints

527 Americans across the political
spectrum
reported their views on several
issues and their “belief superiority”
extremists on both ends of the
spectrum had very high belief
superiority (self-righteous) whereas
moderates were more humble (but
still self-righteous)
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somewhat more
correct than other 3
viewpoints

strongly against

slightly against

neutral

slightly in favor

no more correct than 1
other viewpoints

strongly in favor

slightly more correct 2
than other viewpoints

… of aﬃrmative action
liberals

moderates conservatives

Toner et al. (2013)
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Lady
Gaga

8
6

Love for people in own political party
Hatred toward people in the opposition

5

Agreement

•
•
4

•
•

3

•
2

285 Americans were asked to…
Think about the political party that you belong to.
Now, think about members of the opposing
political party. When your party engages in
conflict with the opposing party, how much is
your party motivated by each of the following:
• love for people in your political party
• hatred toward people in the opposing party
same question about the other side’s motives
people reported that their own side was
motivated by love and the other side was
motivated by hatred
both sides thought this simultaneously

... my side ... the other side
judging…
Waytz et al. (2014)
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How interested are you in hearing from someone who is ___
tell you about why they feel the way they do?
Pro-Restrictions
Anti-Restrictions

40

•

Interested

30

•

20
10

•

Uninterested

0

•
•

-10
-20

•

-30
-40

Pro-Restrictions

190 Americans reported their stance
on gun control
then reported how interested they
were in hearing from someone who
feels the same way, and another
person who feels the opposite way,
about their beliefs (-100 to 100 scale)
Both sides expressed greater interest
in confirming their beliefs
and to the same degree
Also applied in questions about
legalizing marijuana, climate change,
same-sex marriage, abortion, and
voting preference
In US and Canada

Anti-Restrictions

Participants’ Own Stance
Frimer, Skitka, & Motyl (2017)
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Information Bubbles
liberals

conservatives

discuss

• cognitive dissonance
• shared reality

why do people
do this?
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conservatives
liberals
A Twitter user
A retweet

# of retweets

3

• Analyzed 563,312 tweets of liberals and
conservatives on the topic of gun control
• People retweeted more from the in-group
than the outgroup
• The more weaponized words (e.g., “fight”,
“war”, “greed”, “punish”, “shame”), the more
in-group retweeting happened.
• Weaponized language did not predict
outgroup retweeting
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1

by in-group

Weaponized Conservative Tweet:
America needs to Arm itself. Stand and Fight for Your
Second Amendment Rights. We are literally in a War Zone.
Carry and get Trained.

by out-group
0

0

2

4

6

# of moral-emotional words

Weaponized Liberal Tweet:
Thanks to greed, the republication leadership & the #NRA –
No one is safe #SanBernadino #gunsense #guns #morningjoe
Brady et al. (2017)

when on the topic of social issues

default

feel defensive

Lundgren & Prislin (1998)

alternatives

be seen as
logical & reasonable

be seen as
agreeable
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defend speaker’s
right to free speech
6

•
•

5

4

•

160 Americans across the political
spectrum
indicated whether they defend freedom
of speech
…of right-wing speakers
…or of left-wing speakers
both sides more strongly defended the
freedom to say things that confirmed
their own views

3

2

left-wing speakers
right-wing speakers
1
liberals

conservatives
Crawford & Pilanski (2013)
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Rich Countries
American gun “philosophy”

40

30

20

10

0

United States
Germany
Canada
Croatia
Italy
Finland
Sweden
Netherlands
Slovakia
France
Ireland
Slovenia
Australia
Switzerland
Czech Republic
Spain
Belgium
Austria
Denmark
New Zealand
Hungary
Norway
United Kingdom
South Korea
Luxembourg
Japan

Gun Murders Per Million People Per Year

50

15

The Partisan Brain

Ideological Oﬀ-Switch

Medical researchers have developed a
new cream for treating skin rashes.
New treatments often work but
sometimes make rashes worse.
Even when treatments don’t work, skin
rashes sometimes get better and
sometimes get worse on their own.
As a result, it is necessary to test any new
treatment in an experiment to see whether
it makes the skin condition of those who
use it better or worse than if they had not
used it.
Researchers have conducted an
experiment on patients with skin rashes.
In the experiment, one group of patients
used the new cream for 2 weeks, and a
second group did not use the new cream.

Kahan et al. (2013)
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Rash Got…
Patients who….
…used the cream
…did not use the cream

Worse

Better

223
107

75
21

17

Based on these results, which conclusion is supported?
A. People who used the skin cream were more likely to
get better than those who didn’t
B. People who used the skin cream were more likely to
get worse than those who didn’t

18
A city government was trying to decide
whether to pass a law banning private
citizens from carrying concealed
handguns in public.
Government officials were unsure whether
the law will be more likely to decrease
crime by reducing the number of people
carrying weapons or increase crime by
making it harder for law-abiding citizens to
defend themselves from violent criminals.
To address this question, researchers had
divided cities into two groups: one
consisting of cities that had recently
enacted bans on concealed weapons and
another that had no such bans.

• American participants were asked to do a
difficult math/logic/reasoning problem about
the results of a hypothetical scientific study
• either on a non-political topic (rashes
and skin creams)
• or on a political topic (crime and gun
restrictions)
• People in general did worse on the political
topic

100%
90%

% Getting Correct Answer

80%
70%
60%
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• The results from both studies suggested
that the intervention (cream, gun
restrictions) are effective

50%

• this conclusion about guns should
bother Republicans the most

40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Rash

Kahan et al. (2013)

Crime
Topic

20
100%
90%

Rash
Crime

% Getting Correct Answer

80%
70%

• Democrats are in favour of restrictions
whereas Republicans are not
• Therefore, Democrats’ ideology is aligned
with the facts in this study whereas
Republicans’ ideology diverges with the
facts

60%
50%
40%

• As a result, Republicans did much worse
than Democrats on the political study

30%
20%
10%
0%

• Democrats and Republicans tend to
disagree about gun restrictions.

Democrats

Republicans

Why the ideological off-switch?
1. emotional take-over

2. repurposing reason
conclusion

emotion
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conclusion

reason
reason

non-politics
politics

observed
evidence

interpret
evidence

non-politics

politics
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Illusion of Understanding

extremely
liberal

moderate

extremely
conservative

• People at the extremes think that they know more about policy than they do
• This illusion allows them to maintain their extreme and self-righteous positions
• When these people try to explain how their preferred policies would work, they
realize that they don’t know what they are talking about, and fall back to a more
moderate position
Fernbach et al. (2013)

Extremism of Opinion on Cap-and-Trade

2
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Pre-explanation
Post-explanation

1.5

1

0.5

0
Mechanism

Reasons

• 198 Americans offered their opinion on Capand-Trade
• how far from midpoint (neutral) was measure
of extremism.
• asked them to explain how Cap-and-Trade
works (mechanistic explanation)
• then asked them their opinion on Cap-andTrade again. Extremism of position decreased
• another set of participants offered reasons for
their position (rather than mechanistic
explanation of how it works)
• for them, positions did not change
• results support theory that extremism is
supported by an illusion of understanding
• asking people to explain (not justify) their
views can be a powerful tool for persuasion

Type of Explanation
Fernbach et al. (2013)

Political people tend to be…
• self-righteous
• live in information bubbles
• want to silence critics
• not be very smart
• and have poorly thought out views

Donald Trump…
• is self-righteous
• lives in information bubbles
• wants to silence critics
• is not very smart
• and has poorly thought out views
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Is Trump usual?
A. Totally. Trump is just like everyone else.
B. Sort of. But Trump is more biased than the
average person.
C. Sort of. Trump is like others on the political right.
D. Not all. Almost no one is like Trump.
discuss
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sensible

Are all opinions equally valid?
No.
The approach we take is to:
• respect ideological diversity (left-right)
• take a stand for sensibility over nonsense
We will do our best to avoid confusing
ideology for nonsense

David
Brooks

Jordan
Peterson

right-wing
(hierarchy)

left-wing
(egalitarian)

nonsense

Average Score

3

mostly false

2

false

1

“pants on fire”

0

We are particularly interested
in this conversation

liberal

Cruz

half true
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Trump

4

Kasich

mostly true

Clinton

5

Sanders

true

moderate conservative

http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2016/mar/15/
presidential-scorecards-so-far-march-15-2016/
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http://theflipside.io
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http://kialo.com
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Shields and Brooks
PBS NewsHour Fridays

Each side has important and unique strengths
defend rights
“Give me your tired,
your poor, your huddled
masses yearning to
breathe free”
-Lazarus

left-wing
(egalitarian)

focus on success
“The restraints
on [people], as well as
their liberties, are to be
reckoned among their
rights.”
-Burke

right-wing
(hierarchy)

Anicich et al. (2015)

Examined 30,625 mountain expeditions
to the Himalayas over 50 years
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someone on the team summits
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<

Italy

Norway

South Korea

Russia

Spain

China

a team member dies

right-wing
(hierarchy)

left-wing
(egalitarian)

Ideologies come with costs and benefits
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fat ox

Galton (1907)
787 people attending a stock and poultry exhibition guessed the weight of a “fat ox”
Closest guesses would win prizes.

correct
1198 lbs
400

Number of People

300

average guess
1207 lbs
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Error of…
• the Crowd: 9 lbs
• the average person in the crowd: 37 lbs
• crowds are more accurate than the
average person in the crowd

200

100

0

800

850

900

950

1000 1050 1100 1150 1200 1250 1300 1350 1400

Guess of how heavy the cow was (lbs)
Galton (1907)

Wisdom of the Crowds
• crowds tend to be more accurate than the average individual within the crowd
• this is because people on either extreme cancel each other out
• metaphor for opinions on social issues
1. moderate views tend to be the most accurate
2. extremists compliment one another, balance one another out
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Moderates are the most accurate

http://www.allgeneralizationsarefalse.com

38

Wisdom of the Crowds
• crowds tend to be more accurate than the average individual within the crowd
• this is because people on either extreme cancel each other out
• metaphor for opinions on social issues
1. moderate views tend to be the most accurate
2. extremists compliment one another, balance one another out
• metaphor is imperfect
• extremists do not think that their views are errors (maybe some truth)
• extremists show up (moderates are apathetic)
• extremists can raise awareness about approaching threats
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Extremists show up

70%

60%

60%

50%

50%

40%

40%

30%

30%

20%

20%

10%

10%

0%

0%

http://www.people-press.org/2014/06/12/section-5-politicalengagement-and-activism/

Conclusion:
be humble
value ideological diversity

conservative

80%

70%

conservative

90%

80%

moderate

100%

90%

liberal

100%

moderate

contribute to
political group

liberal

always vote in
elections
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