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For my great aunts and uncles who never made it to American shores—forever erased by the malignant tribalism of the last century.
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Introduction: Paleo-Psychology and Modern Politics





On a bucolic hillside, the sheep are placidly grazing. Looming over them is a campaign billboard featuring a nattily dressed wolf politician whose lapel is accessorized with the de rigueur American flag pin. Next to his image is the caption, “I am going to eat you.” Two sheep look up admiringly at the ad while one says to the other, “He tells it like it is.”


That Paul Noth New Yorker cartoon appeared in the first year of Donald Trump’s presidency and succinctly captured the tragic psychology of contemporary political tribalism.


Ordinary Republican voters are becoming MAGA mutton in the slavering maws of their own leaders and the wealthy predators that fund them. The GOP elite’s voracious appetite for power and wealth spares no one, least of all their base. In other words, conservative politics is killing conservatives. The politicians empowered by the Republican electorate with each election pass laws and enact policies that sicken and shorten the lives of their loyal constituents. GOP lawmakers reject Medicaid expansion, oppose a variety of public health measures, stop attempts to lower prescription drug prices, ban medically safe abortions, vote against even the mildest constraints on the purchase of assault weapons, fight increases in the minimum wage, spread vaccine misinformation, and work assiduously to facilitate the ability of corporations to use the air,1 water,2 and land3 we all share—and increasingly, our bodies4—as a privatized toilet.


Like Mr. Wolf’s matter-of-fact campaign pledge, none of those actions have been hidden from public view. (Indeed, this has become the era of “saying the quiet part out loud”—one of the most frequently uttered clichés of the MAGA epoch.) The consequences for the voters who put those legislators in power have been dire. GOP constituents have a markedly reduced duration and quality of life. That is the conclusion of an eighteen-year longitudinal study published in the British Medical Journal in 2022.5 Analyzing US mortality and election data, the researchers found that those who lived in counties that elected Republicans were much more likely to die prematurely from the top ten causes of death than those who resided in counties that put Democrats in office.6 And the gap between red and blue areas grew 600 percent over the study period. The COVID pandemic and the GOP response have only exacerbated that discrepancy.7


In 2023, the Pell Center for International Relations and Public Policy conducted a massive and rigorous study8 on partisan differences in life expectancy. It was even more pointed than previous research because its methodology enabled conclusions beyond correlation, which permitted the authors to identify the primary causal factor. Controlling for race, income, education level, urbanization, and the availability of good medical care, the singular variable that determined life span was whether citizens lived in counties that spent tax dollars on public goods and services, including health programs.


As mentioned, Republican politicians are notoriously loath to invest in caring for their working-and middle-class constituents. Subsidizing and deregulating corporations and reducing taxes on the wealthy are long-standing features of the conservative governing ethos. The well-being of ordinary residents is a secondary concern. It is no surprise red regions have significantly reduced life expectancy—by four and a half to six years.


Commenting on those findings, a public health expert, Jeanne Ayers, emphasized, “We don’t have these differences in health outcomes because of individual behaviors; it’s related to the policy environments people are living in.”9 Those regional differences are not trivial. The study authors note that Americans with the misfortune of residing in Republican counties experience foreshortened lives on par with the people of El Salvador, Belarus, and Libya.


One question not addressed by that research is why the citizens most harmed by GOP policies keep returning the architects of those policies to power. That requires an analysis that goes much deeper than demography, one that can illuminate the psychological differences between the red and blue subsets of the electorate. That of course is the focus of this book, and it will be addressed from multiple angles.


Perhaps even more notable are those who have volunteered to sacrifice themselves as pro-Trump kamikazes.10 Willing to die to vanquish their leader’s enemy du jour, some of the former president’s ardent fans have chosen MAGA martyrdom as the ultimate expression of their devotion. If we shift the carnivorous metaphor I opened with to a carceral one, Voltaire’s famous aphorism comes to mind: “It is difficult to free people from the chains they revere.”11 Echoing their cult leader and aspiring monarch, many of his zealous admirers seem to believe that all attempts to hold Trump to account for possible crimes are witch hunts; all unflattering news about him is fake; all incriminating evidence is false; all acts of violence committed by his followers are false flag operations; all elections he loses are rigged, and all his critics are traitors. For an increasing number of his avid adherents, those critics and their families deserve death, as do members of law enforcement, prosecutors, and judges who challenge Trump’s claims of impunity.12 And if delivering that sentence means you perish as well, that is a cost worth bearing.


As a psychoanalyst and lifelong observer of politics, I have been consistently puzzled by how citizens can be so easily persuaded to vote and otherwise act against their self-interest. I’m not alone. It is a question that has haunted scholars, political activists, and psychologists for centuries. It took the 2016 election of Donald Trump and the gushing displays of idolatry on the part of those most hurt by his actions for me to realize just how naïve and profoundly limited my understanding of self-interest was. There is an interest that can sometimes and often does supersede life itself—maintaining one’s good standing in the tribe.


Humans privilege the experience of belonging to and being recognized by a group over nearly every other consideration. From prenatal life to our final moments of sentience, we are part of a network of relationships upon which we depend for physical and psychic survival. There is no point in life where we can escape from a fundamental truth: without others, we cannot be a self. That applies to our entire developmental journey, from the earliest dyadic matrix of infancy to the complexities of community life in adulthood.


The centrality of our group identity does not diminish, regardless of how tribal boundaries are defined or what traits confer membership. It is a need built into our species’ nature. Modern humans result from a process of natural selection that has conferred a reproductive advantage to those with more highly developed capacities to accurately read, cooperate with, and care about others in their group. Those who failed to do so were not only subject to lethal exile but finished their days as evolutionary dead ends.


Of course, this has not led humans to become creatures expressing only peace, love, and understanding. That is because the considerable rewards of one’s community have also redounded to those members capable of hating, plundering, and annihilating enemy or competing tribes. Intratribal cooperation evolved, in part, as an effective weapon of intertribal competition. That was one path to creating our dual nature as compassionate cooperators and ruthless predators toward other humans. Those conflicting qualities of the human psyche have enabled multiple and varied forms of social organization to emerge.


What Is a Tribe?


My use of the term tribe is colloquial. It does not refer to a specific category of social organization. In strictly scholarly work, there might be a distinction between family, clan, tribe, band, chiefdom, and modern state. Although, even those labels are problematic, especially when used to buttress a linear progress narrative of human history. The archeological evidence does not support the idea that those different forms of social cooperation represent ever-increasing stages of maturity and sophistication of our species’ development.13 I’ve chosen to use tribe as a term of art because it is already a part of everyday political discourse that enjoys some degree of shared meaning. For this book, a tribe is a group based on interdependence, shared values, a political worldview, partisan affiliations, and interests that give its members a sense of belonging, commonality, and identity.


Tribal identity can derive from membership in a formal institution like a political party, a local group of activists, or a mass movement comprised of people we’ve never met but who seem to share our beliefs and understandings of the world. The latter experience of a tribe may be similar to how anthropologist David Graeber and archeologist David Wengrow talk about cities.14 They see them as imagined communities to which we nevertheless feel we belong. We may not know most people in a town, but we can still experience a social and psychological kinship with them. We might have little in common with most residents besides occupying the same geographical space. Similarly, tribal bonds can exist without necessitating real-world contact with tribal others, to which the plethora of online virtual communities can attest. Those digital tribal spaces can confer deep bonds of connection, help us find a life partner, drive people to suicide, inspire murder and genocide, or provide forums for planning a coup.


That, nowadays, a tribe may not have an empirically defined territory does not make membership any less compelling. In many ways, political victory in the current era goes to those who can successfully encase their cause or actions within a membrane of tribal identity, something those on the Right intuitively understand far more than liberals. For conservatives, there are identities such as a “family-values Christian,” “second amendment advocate,” “warrior for medical freedom,” “protector of the unborn,” or “defender of Western civilization” that eclipse class as a driver of political affiliation and behavior. Communities of the like-minded will welcome you. Membership in such groups can sometimes make voting against one’s material self-interest seem rational. Low wages, lousy health insurance, deadly pandemics, killer heat waves, apocalyptic floods, cancer clusters, and mass gun murders of children may be troubling. However, they pale next to the apparent dangers of the War on Christmas, microchipped vaccines, George Soros–funded globalists, critical race theory, wokeness, child-corrupting drag queens, the End of Men, and the threat that swarthy hordes from shithole countries are replacing white people. (To avoid visual clutter, I’m leaving the scare quotes off these imagined perils.) To mobilize their voter base, Republican politicians have been quite effective at crafting group identity–linked issues, conjuring fictitious crises, and whipping up groundless moral panics.


Climate change denier and fossil fuel mercenary James Inhofe hit the rhetorical trifecta with his 1994 campaign slogan, “Guns, God, and Gays,” when it moved working-class Oklahomans to send him to the Senate.15 Even the tremors from fracking-boom-induced earthquakes in the state did not shake their support for him and his petro-boosterism.16 Of course, that is only one example of the triumph of tribal identity over objective (not just perceived) well-being.


Most political group-and issue-based identities tend to fall under the partisan labels of Democrat or Republican, now the overarching tribal identities in the United States, and even correspond to politically homogeneous zip codes. That political self-segregation and its consequences will be the focus of chapter 8.


In experimental settings, those tribal identities remain firmly intact even when the parties that study subjects belong to, or the leaders they venerate, seem to reverse policy positions. Tribal members come to endorse those new positions because their party or leader seems to have done so.


As central as tribalism is to politics, it is not the singular cause of destructive irrationality in public life. It is but one predisposition in our species-nature that interacts with others, along with a multiplicity of environmental factors. The combination of these influences has led to the crisis of intergroup enmity in which we find ourselves. But in talking about a trait being an evolved aspect of human psychology, we have to speak with some precision. Evolution has not selected for specific psychological traits—being loving or hateful, generous or withholding, violent or peaceful, compassionate or sadistically cruel, cooperative or competitive. Instead, evolution has produced a capacity to adapt to a wide range of ever-shifting contexts—to be what our surroundings and communities require. This general truth applies to tribalism specifically. Intratribal affiliation and intertribal hostility (or at least suspicion) are fundamental to our species-nature. They even precede our branch on the hominid tree. Although, how that predisposition gets expressed (e.g., who gets counted as an “us” or a “them,” and whether we want to kill or marry them) is radically context-dependent.


As I will discuss in much greater depth in later chapters, there is not one homogenous psychology of tribes. There are very different forms of political tribalism, especially regarding how outsiders are viewed. Some partisan groups and identities are xenophobic. They view out-group members as a threat, especially if they look and speak differently. The perceived danger is often managed by building literal or policy walls. In extreme cases, interlopers might be subject to incarceration, torture, or murder. Xenophobic tribalists prefer to stay with their “kind” and are more likely to live in rural areas where they can distance themselves from others. Unsurprisingly, such traits comprise conservative tribalism.


That is not an intellectual abstraction for me. Living in a rural Oregon mountain town in a 60-40 Republican-dominated part of the state, I’m surrounded by avid secessionists who long to join Idaho. They imagine our neighboring state to be a homogenous white Christian homeland where they can live unperturbed by Black Lives Matter protesters, environmental regulations, feminists, and history books that make them uncomfortable.


On the other hand, there are xenophilic tribalists. They are part of groups with more permeable boundaries and tend to be curious about and welcome tribal outsiders. Members of those tribes are attracted to differences. They want to interact with those whose foreign ways might include a strange language, unfamiliar dress, or novel cuisine. These tribalists tend to be drawn to big cosmopolitan cities, especially on the coasts, where those from distant lands are more likely to concentrate. We could call people with those traits liberal tribalists.


Since both seemingly opposite forms of tribalism exist worldwide, there must be something adaptive about each. And it could be that a society functions better or is more resilient in the face of changing environmental conditions when it contains individuals and groups that embody each of those very different orientations. Later chapters will dig into that possibility further.


And before leaving the topic of natural selection, it is vital to challenge the “fruit-of-a-poisonous-tree” argument that some progressive critics sometimes use to dismiss arguments based on evolutionary theory. The idea proffered by a few on the Left is that because evolutionary arguments have occasionally been deployed to buttress justifications for racism, misogyny, and other forms of domination, evolutionary theory itself is necessarily corrupt, reductionist, and an ideological handmaiden of various forms of oppression. Accepting this would be akin to repudiating physics because it was a discipline central to developing nuclear weapons. Therefore, all progressives should view it as a reactionary and dangerous discourse that must be banished. That is a logic ludicrous on its face.


The Politics of Truth and the End of Consensual Reality


This book will also address something central to political tribalism, which many scholars and journalists call “tribal epistemology” or “post-truth.” That refers to the different informational universes in which partisans reside—comprised of their news consumption, primarily channeled through social media and their perception of the community’s acceptable beliefs. These epistemological lenses determine how group members see themselves individually and collectively and guide their understanding of the world.


What might constitute evidence for most liberals would be the weight of expert opinion, which is subject to change as conditions and the consensus of experts shifts. Nevertheless, it would be safe to say that experts, at minimum, are individuals trained in the topics they speak about, utilize the scientific method, form logical hypotheses, test them using valid empirical methods, and submit their data, interpretations, and conclusions for peer review. The widespread and sometimes self-serving joke on the Left that facts have a liberal bias has more than a bit of truth. Of course, glaring exceptions to this can indeed be found. They would include vulgar post-modernists who argue that there is no truth or at least that it is unknowable, September 11 “truthers,” some apostles of identity politics, and New Age anti-vaxxers—all of which are indifferent to evidence. Nevertheless, liberals tend to accept, for example, the scientific consensus on climate change, which is reinforced by tribal pressure to embrace such a notion, not to mention readily observable facts about the changing world. While liberals certainly do not have a monopoly on the truth, their tribal means of assessing it tend to require engaging with factuality and tolerating the ambiguities that can often entail.


For post–Tea Party and Trumpworld conservatives, evidence consists of what the former president, his surrogates on Fox News, and their favorite YouTube “authorities” say it is, even if those “experts” capriciously reverse themselves the next day. Authoritative persons outside this universe, especially those who contradict Trump or revered right-wing pundits, are regarded with suspicion. And sometimes, as noted earlier, they are subjected to homicidal threats, which are occasionally carried out. Climate change is a hoax because conservative tribal leaders and fellow members say so and because disbelief in it is fundamental to maintaining tribal membership. What makes most right-wing politicians dismiss the consensus of climate experts is that they are paid to do so, although there are undoubtedly some sincere, true disbelievers. Fossil fuel campaign funding is a not-so-hidden motivator for science denial.


For many on the Right, empirical evidence, such as record heatwaves, devastating firestorms, and hurricanes’ increased frequency and magnitude, carry no weight. Trusted sources of tribal epistemology will offer up more comforting “truths” that help explain away such signs so that group members can retain tribal beliefs with a minimum of cognitive dissonance—even if it’s their neighborhood that burns down or their low-lying community that gets inundated by record sea-level rise. They “know” (at least at an inchoate paleo-psychological level) that tribal exile would be a kind of death more fearsome than any real-world disaster.


The Nonsensical Nomenclature of Our Political Spectrum


I must apologize to the reader in advance for using partisan labels—Left and Right—based on an inherently contradictory and confusing spectrum. However, because it is the language in which people speak about political beliefs and identities, it is necessary to use those terms. Alas, I cannot declare these incoherent labels null and void through authorial fiat. But it would still be helpful to understand what makes our everyday political continuum so absurd and why we need a new one. Instead of a spectrum with greater democracy at one end and greater autocracy at the other, we have one in which both ends are autocratic.


Let’s look at some of the features of societies at the allegedly opposite polls of the spectrum. We see rigid hierarchies of power, dictatorships, leader cults, myths that substitute for history, propaganda that masquerades as news, and paranoid fantasies of victimization by outside groups whom regimes blame for all social problems. In addition, these governments feature state-sponsored persecution, massive surveillance, incarceration and murder of dissidents and political opponents, devaluation and scapegoating of ethnic minorities, suppression of civil liberties, the criminalization of independent journalism, and the militarization of civil society.


By what twist of logic could Joseph Stalin and Adolf Hitler, Louis Farrakhan and David Duke, Osama bin Laden and Timothy McVeigh, ISIS and the KKK, Kim Jong Un and Benito Mussolini, or the Mao-inspired Red Guards and the Trump-inspired Proud Boys be construed as opposites? While they have distinctive personalities and different styles of rule, and proclaim fealty to contrasting ideologies and authoritarian leaders, the worlds they create or hope to are profoundly similar. There have only been a few moments in history, like the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact between Stalin and Hitler, when the two primary models of totalitarian state power revealed their fundamental kinship. But, in many instances, the family resemblance has been discernible for those willing to look closely enough.


Vladimir Putin, an astute Machiavellian who understands the fundamental unity between these imagined polarities, has embraced autocracy regardless of the ideological costume he wore. At one time a loyal “communist,” he now endorses fascism.17 An apostle of official state atheism in the Soviet era, Putin is now a reborn Russian Orthodox Christian. As an ideological chameleon, it is only his skin that changes. That is one of the reasons that Donald Trump—a man also devoid of any principle or motive beyond power, vengeance, and self-enrichment—so admired and sought to emulate Putin.


One expression of that enduringly corrupt political nomenclature was the very name of the former “Soviet” Union. In contrast to Marx’s vision, Leninism could be considered one of the earliest forms of pseudo-populism—a politics of gaslighting that fights for the power of elites in the name of ordinary folks. After the Russian Revolution in 1917, the regime helmed by Lenin, Trotsky, and the Bolshevik Party was a government in which the voice of workers was quickly displaced by autocrats acting in the name of workers. Assuming their leaders’ good faith, revolutionaries fought valiantly to depose the old tyranny, only to find themselves under the thumb of a new one. This pattern of fake populism fits all the iterations of Bolshevism—the Soviet Union, post-1949 China, Castro’s Cuba, Communist Vietnam, etc. But it also characterizes mid-twentieth century German, Spanish, and Italian fascism, Putin’s Russia, contemporary European neofascist movements, and Trumpism.


Those movements claim to represent the popular will while simultaneously engaging in a scorched-earth effort to burn democracy to the ground and establish dictatorships. Understanding this, we can see why manic MAGA warrior Steve Bannon would call himself a “Leninist” who wants to “destroy the state.”18 And as he has made quite clear, smashing the state actually means anointing Trump as its permanent head. Again, the absurdity of the conventional political spectrum comes into sharp relief. A very abbreviated look at the history of early Soviet Russia’s efforts to strangle nascent democratic movements may be illuminating.


From its inception, the Soviet Union was a case study in Orwellian pseudo-populism, beginning with its name. The original soviets were workers’ and community councils run primarily by consensus that coordinated their activities through a non-hierarchical federation. Decisions were made by democratically elected delegates who did not have power over their base but merely conveyed the collective will in negotiations. And they were a significant force in the effort to overthrow the autocratic rule of the Czar. Immediately after the revolution, the soviets were enticed to share power with the Bolshevik regime. The government insisted they would “represent” the interests of the councils. Through incremental legislative and bureaucratic castration, the soviets were transformed from decision-making bodies into advisory groups.19


By 1921, the workers’ and sailors’ councils of the port city of Kronstadt, fed up with their eroding political agency, rebelled against the Bolshevik government, their usurpation of the democratic power of the soviets, and the suppression of civil liberties.20 Leon Trotsky, head of the Red Army and member of the elite Politburo, responded by ordering the military to put down the resistance with lethal force, slaughtering those who had taken the promises of the revolution too seriously.


Trotsky explained at the Tenth Party Congress that those obstreperous workers had “made a fetish of democratic principles. They have placed the worker’s right to elect representatives above the Party. As if the Party were not entitled to assert its dictatorship even if that dictatorship temporarily clashed with the passing moods of the worker’s democracy!”21


Once the actual soviets were eliminated as an institution of real power, the name was then appropriated and applied to the government run by the Bolsheviks that had crippled them. From that point forward, the word Soviet, shorn of its original meaning, came to embody a very non-Marxist irony—not the “dictatorship of the proletariat” but a dictatorship over the proletariat. (This stunning act of appropriation may bring to mind a similar colonial process with which Americans are familiar—the tendency of many US cities and counties to take on the names of the native inhabitants who earlier had been expelled or annihilated.) That brutal crushing of the Kronstadt rebellion was a decisive early loss in the war waged by the Soviet Union against the united soviets. In Bolshevik Russia and across its new empire, “communism” would triumph over communism.


Given all that history, the only political spectrum that makes sense is one with egalitarian policies and economic, social, and political democracy on one end and autocracy, police state infrastructure, government media monopoly, corporate impunity, xenophobia, and inequity on the other. Between those polarities, the continuum would feature forms of government or political beliefs closer to one or the other end.


There are indications that many political pundits and scholars already intuitively use the framework I am suggesting here. Particular leaders and parties across many countries—the United States, Russia, China, Pakistan, Israel, and Iran—tend to be called “conservative” or “right wing.” Those described that way generally support rigid moral frameworks, traditional sexual or religious proscriptions, patriarchal values, the interests of the economic elite over ordinary citizens, authoritarian policies, the repression of ethnic minorities, limiting or crushing political opposition, impediments on free speech and the press, coercive violence, relationships of domination, and xenophobic tribalism. In contrast, some parties, social movements, and leaders push for greater democracy, civil liberties, egalitarian policies, mutuality over domination, and religious, gender, and ethnic plurality. They tend to be described as “liberal.”


The Value and Perils of Partisan Labels in the American Context


First, I must acknowledge that authoritarian rule, fascist movements, and right-wing xenophobic tribalism are multi-national problems. Even those expressions that seem limited to the United States are linked with similar others in a global network of support and mutual influence.22 Notably, Vladimir Putin has helped to generate and sustain that neofascist network by hosting international gatherings of right-wing militia groups, training them, and providing financial backing for their efforts.23 One particularly disturbing example of the globally integrated nature of that threat is the choice of the American Conservative Political Action Committee (CPAC) to feature Hungarian white supremacist Viktor Orbán at its annual conference. But given time and space constraints, my focus will be limited mainly to the American expressions of this multinational tendency. Also, it is the setting I know best because it is where I’ve spent my life.


While I use labels like liberal, conservative, libertarian, Democrat, and Republican, they can be misleading. Relying on the useful shorthand of these political identity categories and describing the psychological variables with which they are associated can give a false impression that I’m discussing pure types. The reality is that there is a spectrum. The majority of studies I draw on reflect the fact that most variables exist on a continuum. Political identity and beliefs are generally assessed with measures that allow for degrees of agreement or disagreement. The same is true of the psychological traits researchers hypothesize might correlate with a partisan identity or stance on an issue. They are evaluated on a scale that reflects the intensity or magnitude with which someone might possess a trait. The only assessment that would be an all-or-nothing measure would be voting behavior, which usually involves binary choices.


Some people wear their identity labels lightly. Occasionally, they might even vote for candidates in the other party, although that is becoming increasingly uncommon. Those voters are often called “independent,” but politically and psychologically, they’re better described as pale partisans. As of 2018, about 17 percent of the public are Democratic-leaning independents (who overwhelmingly disapprove of Trump), 13 percent are Republican-leaning independents (most of whom support Trump), and only 7 percent are genuinely unaligned.24 The latter group is the most politically disengaged and less likely to vote.


For others, partisan identity is a deeply etched and defining aspect of who they are. Some are so embedded in their political worldview that they will readily join a lynch mob, such as the January 6 MAGA terrorists who erected gallows outside the Capitol to hang Vice President Mike Pence and Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi. Before and since the 2021 Trump coup attempt, there has been renewed attention to right-wing terrorism as a threat to domestic national security and the resilience of democracy.


The term violent domestic extremism has become a common term of art, at least outside the MAGA faction.25 While it names a real threat, the problem is that it elides the continuity between the current Trumpian GOP in the US Congress and its military wing (the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other anti-democratic terrorist groups). If describing one of America’s two mainstream parties as having a military wing seems hyperbolic, consider one study that found that twenty percent of GOP officials and officeholders are members of right-wing paramilitary groups like the Oath Keepers.26 Even in my famously deep-blue state of Oregon, the local Republican Party employed fascist militias to run security operations at MAGA rallies.27 Anti-democratic Brown Shirts provided similar services in Colorado, Minnesota, and other states.28


Then there are the “lone-wolf” freelancers who arrogate to themselves the responsibility to hunt down enemies of Trumpism.29 As we all witnessed, that component of the MAGA army was brought into sharp relief by the insurrection at the Capitol. This book will show that contemporary “mainstream” conservatism and their gun-toting “extremist” allies share a common psychology, the same set of moral intuitions, and political end goals.


What Are Liberals, Conservatives, and Libertarians?


I realize that my use of those labels may not fit with how they are defined by many readers. So, it is vital to unpack how I’m deploying them at the outset. While the terms liberal and conservative tend to overlap with the party identities of Democratic and Republican, respectively, they are not always equivalent. Liberals and conservatives exhibit enormous heterogeneity. For example, some under the liberal umbrella would be content to see large corporations subject to more regulations, especially regarding employee and CEO pay disparities. Others would like to see big companies broken up into worker-run collectives in which profits are shared and production coordinated with other cooperatives. (I can already hear my anarchist and socialist readers slamming this book shut over the insult of being lumped in with what they understand liberals to be. But hear me out.) Some conservatives, on the other hand, would feel a sense of accomplishment if minimum wage laws were weakened. Others will not be satisfied until child labor laws, workplace safety regulations, and legal limits on pollution are overturned.


Some readers may be puzzled, if not horrified, to see that my political taxonomy does not draw a sharp line between liberal and left. The liberal rubric is often used dismissively by some on the Left to describe those who seek only reformist Band-Aids for the deep wounds inflicted by predatory capitalism and thus leave the deep structures of oppression unaffected. Then there is the term neo-liberalism, which denotes the project of ensuring untrammeled free markets, deregulated resource extraction, and austerity for those who can least afford it. Left, by contrast, can refer to a movement that seeks to challenge both approaches deeply. The problem is that there is no consensus on those meanings. Many see a continuum from lesser to greater radicalism as one moves from liberal to Left. Others argue there can be no meaningful distinction because so many people use them interchangeably.


Moreover, some on the Left think critically about ideas and leaders, hold identities flexibly, thrive on free speech, and welcome debate. In contrast, some are authoritarian, attached to black-and-white categories, rigid, and censorious. I would describe the former as liberal and the latter as illiberal. That highlights another layer of complexity in attempting to nail down these terms: they name more than just political positions but ways of thinking and feeling about politics. In that sense, liberal may be a richer and deeper term of art because it can capture the psychological register of political life. Left, on the other hand, is an attempt to place an individual or group on a fictional and contradictory continuum that paradoxically features nearly identical poles. While both terms are fraught with ambiguity, neither can be dispensed with.


Liberals and conservatives cannot be automatically assumed to belong to particular parties or predictably adopt specific policies. The research summarized in this book shows that their psychology and implicit moral values most reliably differentiate those two groups and predict their behavior in different social and political situations. So, if you are driven by concerns for fairness and equity, are attracted to diverse ideas and people, identify with humanity as a whole, and have a high tolerance for ambiguity, you are more likely to be a liberal. If your overarching concerns are purity, loyalty to your community and its leaders, the danger of outsiders, establishing dominance of your group over others, and achieving certainty, chances are you are a conservative. If you don’t care much about fairness or purity but covet the freedom to do what you want regardless of its impact on others, you are probably a libertarian. (Many conservatives obviously share that last quality.) The research from which these conclusions are drawn will be described in greater detail in later chapters.


But it is important to reiterate that even though those traits tend to cluster under the headings of liberal, conservative, and libertarian, like psycho-diagnostic categories, they exist on a continuum and pure types don’t occur—although many individuals can come close. In addition, while relatively stable, the expression of those different partisan frames of mind can be context-dependent. As the social forces that impinge on people change, so might their political psychology. What is essential to understand is that those qualities, to whatever extent they operate in particular people, are the upstream drivers of the policies, parties, and politicians that citizens endorse.


What Conservatives Seek to Conserve


Regardless of faction, the fundamental affinity among all iterations of contemporary conservatism is revealed by what they seek to conserve or restore: traditional status hierarchies. That includes those of class, wealth, gender, sex, race, and religion. They complain about government power primarily on those occasions when elected representatives seek to use the power of the state to level the playing field by ensuring equality of opportunity. When liberal lawmakers attempt to challenge those hierarchies, right-wing “populists,” without any apparent sense of irony, denounce them as elites.


But don’t take my word on what comprises the essence of conservatism. Friedrich Hayek, widely celebrated on the Right as the high priest of free-market fundamentalism, was far more nuanced in his thinking than his contemporary apostles. He even repudiated the label of conservative. In his book The Road to Serfdom, originally published in 1944, he said, “A conservative movement, by its very nature, is bound to be a defender of established privilege and to lean on the power of government for the protection of privilege.”30 That is not only a clear, succinct, and accurate description; but it also challenges the myth that conservatives aim for “small government.” As Hayek notes, the defining conservative approach to the power of the state is to wield it to defend the interests of actual elites. That is in sharp contrast with the ideological sleight-of-hand finessed by MAGA Republicans, which is to redefine “privilege” as no longer a property of the political and economic ruling class but that of liberals, intellectuals, journalists, and artists.


The term “free market” continues to be one of the common tropes deployed by conservatives. The connotation is that the unimpeded ability to exchange goods and services and extract profit is the essence of freedom. That rubric ignores the many hazards and malignant consequences that flow from governments abdicating their regulatory functions—exploitation, environmental degradation, price gouging, and dangerous products. There is another effect that explodes the myth that unbridled capitalism is necessarily an emancipatory force—market authoritarianism.31


That is a term used by scholars to describe those countries where a deregulated economy is combined with political repression. That manifested most vividly in Pinochet’s Chile and continues in post-Mao China, post-Soviet Russia, and the developing world. The deregulated marketplace was often a cover for deregulated corruption. For multinational corporations, democracy can seriously impede seizing the global commons for resource extraction and other profiteering. Much better to finance the campaigns and rule of mercenary autocrats who can be bribed and counted on to pimp out natural resources, crush unions, and minimize worker protections.


The Republican Party has undergone a profound transformation, most dramatically expressed in the Trump era. It has metamorphosed from an institution motivated by conservative policies to one driven by conservative psychology. The GOP used to at least pay lip service to deficit reduction, the size of government, a strong national defense, ardent patriotism, and economic prosperity. What animates the party now is only servile deference to an authoritarian leader. That was exemplified by their 2020 “platform,” which consisted of no issues beyond unquestioning fealty to Trump.32


I Say Democracy; You Say Republic. Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off


Any discussion of political labels would be incomplete without weighing in on the contentious debate about what we Americans should call our form of governance. Among the mythic rewritings of US history by the MAGA Right is the assertion that America is not a democracy but a republic. That story is being told by Republicans in their efforts to legitimize and conjure up an historic rationalization for their multiple moves to take this country in the direction of autocracy. A short list of the most widely known of those moves would have to include voter suppression, their promotion of fake electors, false claims of voter fraud to disenfranchise citizens across the nation, partisan gerrymandering, the ousting of Democratic representatives from Tennessee to Montana, and their ultimate assault on democracy—the January 6 coup attempt. Even after that treasonous attack, the GOP made strenuous efforts to recast the terrorists as heroic patriots. And Trump promised to pardon them, should he regain the White House in 2024. All of that was and continues to be justified as a bulwark against the “tyranny of the majority.” While most Americans oppose their efforts, conservative leaders are less troubled by minoritarian tyranny.


At the current moment, the Conservative Political Action Committee (CPAC) remains the most passionate group of MAGA conservatives. If giving top billing to the fascism-adjacent Viktor Orbán was too subtle a marker of the American Right’s love affair with autocracy, Jack Posobiec stepped up in 2024 to clarify the matter: “Welcome to the end of democracy. We’re here to overthrow it completely.”33 His promise was greeted with thundering applause by the MAGA audience.


When it comes to actual policy, many Republican anti-democratic initiatives have been a bit more under the radar, such as efforts by red state governments to nullify or override public health and safety measures passed by voters in blue cities.34 This national strategy includes the move by the Tennessee GOP state legislators to end Nashville’s popular police oversight board designed to monitor and mitigate racially motivated shootings by local law enforcement. In Texas, Republican legislators blocked measures passed in Austin and Dallas that would mandate water breaks for construction workers. Mississippi Republicans imposed on Jackson, which has a large plurality of Black residents, a separate police and court system for white people. And in Missouri, GOP legislators are trying to wrest control of police oversight from the city government of St. Louis.


As Constitutional scholar Akhil Reed Amar writes in his myth-exploding essay on the Federalist Papers, most of the founders did not differentiate between “democracy” and “republic.”35 There was a lot of overlap between those two terms. Democracy could be direct and indirect. Authors that preceded Madison in the Federalist anthology praised the direct democracy of New England town meetings and referred to them as “republics.” Many were advocates and practitioners of popular rule.


Madison was the one who made a sharp distinction between a democracy and republic, which is why he is the only writer in the Federalist volume cited by contemporary right-wing anti-democracy ideologues. His conception was not widely embraced at the time. And Madison himself was clear that he was an outlier on this matter.36 Amar notes that at the founding of the nation, “democracy” was an edgier and more inspiring term of art; it marked one as a more radical and passionate opponent of aristocracy.


There are other political labels left behind by the realities they originally intended to describe, such as “mainstream” and “extremist.” That is especially true when trying to understand the identities of contemporary white supremacist and neofascist groups. Pundits still describe them as “fringe,” even while they are being invited into the welcoming embrace of the GOP with the former president telling them, “We love you; you’re very special.”37


Neo-Nazi Normcore and Fascist Normalization


Normcore began as an aesthetic in fashion and culture that rejected niche-market particularism by adopting bland, suburban, non-individuating styles. They might include washed-out jeans, hoodies, corporate logo T-shirts, ball caps, white sneakers, and cargo shorts—outfits suitable for mall-cruising and mundane practices like watching football and reality TV and going bowling. As an anti-identity identity, it marked one as part of an imagined global mainstream. A portmanteau of “normal” and “hardcore,” normcore was conceived as an antidote to the ironic pseudo-bohemian affectations of hipster style (handlebar mustaches, neo-primitivistic tattoos, beer yoga, and artisanal cupcake emporiums). Ultimately, however, normcore could not evade irony as a self-conscious style of non-self-consciousness. More troubling has been its ironic appropriation by right-wing tribalists.


Like all fashion, normcore was subverted and coopted in unexpected ways. At the Charlottesville, Virginia, Unite the Right march, preppy-looking fascist young men discarded their white robes and swastikas for white polo shirts and beige chino pants. They adopted a bland Universalist style to camouflage their very particularistic tribalism. The shift from Klan couture to J. Crew had been years in the making. And yet, their efforts to hide one aspect of themselves revealed another—their paradoxical role as conformist rebels. They are warriors against difference, heterodox crusaders for homogeneity, and revolutionaries who long to restore the Ancien Régime. Whether causal or just coincidental, the sartorial mainstreaming of the radical Right has been accompanied by their political normalization. White replacement theory is now a delusion central to the identity and unquestionable catechism of one of America’s two major parties.


Initially, I’d planned to devote an entire chapter to right-wing extremist and fascist tribalism. However, that no longer makes sense. “Extreme” has become an incoherent modifier in a world where those on the fringe have ceased to be outliers. At the end of 2022, Donald Trump had just finished extending his Thanksgiving hospitality to an undisguised neo-Nazi, Nick Fuentes. Only a handful of GOP representatives expressed any disapproval. It is clear that white supremacists have not only found a place in the Republican Party; they are the party. Moreover, as I argue throughout this book, there has long been a psychological and political continuity between openly racist and xenophobic conservatives and those on the Right who express the same worldview in more “moderate” and measured tones.


In other words, the neo-Nazi Right and more mainstream conservatives are linked in how they seem to share the same moral intuitions. Undisguised white supremacists have not been studied as a separate group by “moral foundations” researchers.38 (I will be discussing that body of research in later chapters.) Nevertheless, they speak in a language that is explicit about their deeply held and typically conservative moral orientations, especially regarding purity and in-group loyalty. Both of those values are expressed through race. Purity is understood in racial and bodily terms. For example, avoiding contamination from outside racial groups through miscegenation is vital. They also seem to understand in-group loyalty as fidelity to one’s racial group, hence the term race traitor for those who fail to live up to that value.


Where I Stand


Some readers might wonder where I place myself, although I’ve not been particularly coy up to this point. I am not a disinterested observer of political tribalism writing atop the Olympian vertex of academic neutrality. As someone embedded in partisan identity—its emotions, beliefs, values, and complicated alliances, I am an interested observer and try to be a mindful participant. The challenge is holding the tension between feeling tribal passions and the intellectual and moral need to reflect on and question them. Since the book is animated by what matters to me, it could be called an evidence-based polemic. It is founded on many examined assumptions, some that doubtless remain unexamined, and deeply held biases. In some ways, my approach parallels the changes in news reporting that the contemporary GOP has necessitated.


In particular, Donald Trump’s easy but malignant mendacity has forced news organizations to choose between two forms of “bias.” They could call out official lies and become a partisan of truth that nowadays tends to favor one side in political debate or follow the traditional journalistic tendency to be stenographers of the powerful. “Neutrality” in journalism and scholarship has led to the moral hazard of affirming the “both sides” fiction—the idea that adherents of all political persuasions are equally corrupt, self-serving, or dishonest. While there are no angels or devils in contemporary politics, Republican members of Congress have been open about their Faustian bargain with Trumpism. No longer burdened by the weight of an ethical soul, their political careers have gained considerable lift.


Similarly, the dangers of political tribalism are not symmetrical. While left-wing tribalism can be problematic in numerous ways and even operate as a profoundly repressive force, in the United States it is primarily right-wing tribalists who seek to disenfranchise, coerce, and, if necessary, kill others to achieve political and social dominance. MAGA Republicans loudly proclaim their love for “America” but hate Americans—at least the majority of them who are not members of the GOP tribe. Currently, domestic terrorism is a threat that emanates almost entirely from the Right.39 As will be described in later chapters, domination is fundamental to conservatives’ psychology and political aims. And, since domination is a relationship, their ends mandate the subordination of others.


My Assumptions


I have not written this book to persuade the reader that coercive domination is undesirable, that the right to purchase and shoot an assault weapon should not eclipse the right of others not to be shot by one, or that lying should not be a fundamental tool of statecraft. I am not seeking to convince anyone that destroying the biosphere is not worth the short-term profit it yields for a few. Likewise, I see no point in arguing that the demise of what remains of American democracy and its devolution into civil war and autocratic rule would be a tragic and bloody outcome. Instead, this book is for those who already share those assumptions and values but struggle to understand the psychology of those who don’t. The final chapter will consider possible bridges between partisans who see one another as threatening enemies.


We who cherish democracy, justice, and the environmental commons may be most of the population. But because of the structural bias built into the electoral system (a factor at play in multiple issues discussed in this book), we do not have representation commensurate with our numbers. If we don’t want to resign ourselves to impotent screaming in the rapidly diminishing wilderness, our numbers will have to increase even further. That requires gaining a window into the inner worlds of the plurality of Americans who oppose or are indifferent to what we care about. We must understand what matters to them, how they think and feel, and how their world is constructed. I hope those who find the ideas in this book helpful can take the next step and transmute them into impactful political interventions.


It is a sobering paradox to consider that fascism, in many places it emerged, has been an outcome of democracy, whether from its collapse through coups or its degeneration through elections.40 When citizens live in a media ecosphere where truth no longer matters and are driven by xenophobic anxieties, a free election can paradoxically lead to the end of elections. The tragic Hegelian joke has been played out too often; democracy can be a path to autocracy. In other words, once liberal values are shorn from democracy, fascism may be the consequence. I fear that with the rise of the MAGA faction, even if Trump’s fortunes fade, we may witness the twilight of liberal democracy.


Why Bother with Electoral Politics?


I came of age politically in 1970s Berkeley, California. My partners-in-thought-crime and I were steeped in and inspired by the writing and notorious actions of the Situationists41 and other groups opposed to domination in all forms, whether capitalist or Stalinist. Our vision of a new world and how to get there was informed by the history of radical democratic revolt and the non-hierarchical forms of political self-organization they engendered, like the workers’ councils of Kronstadt mentioned previously.


Moreover, the issues that animated us were far more than society’s oppressive economic and political macro structures. We were most moved by the ordinary experience of daily life in late capitalism—how everything and everybody tend to be reduced to things and their prices. We also refused to normalize the quotidian humiliations that flow from working in settings where survival is predicated on following orders in command-and-control hierarchies. Democracy, we insisted, should not be limited to the ballot box.


One of our guiding assumptions, not entirely wrong, was that electoral politics often changed very little. Choosing between representatives of the ruling elite was scarcely a choice. Electoral battles between Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum were hardly meaningful contests. Arguing for one and not the other seemed like battling over distinctions without a difference.


Back then, that dismissive perspective was easier to hold. Republicans were, like they are now, generally unambivalent defenders of America’s oligarchy of wealth. And Democrats were often mercenary collaborators with corporate power or weak and capitulating critics of it. Those on the Left who participated in that charade were seen as either fools or corrupt. Then Reagan, the Bushes, and Trump were elected, each Republican administration more malignant and anti-democratic than the one that preceded it. At this moment, we are only one election away from the disappearance of even the hobbled form of democratic rule that now prevails.


Those who scoff at the importance of voting as one among many ways of exercising political agency tend to forget or minimize the fact that German and Italian fascists came to power through elections. Likewise, Putin’s path to becoming a fascist dictator began with the ballot in 2000. So did fascism-adjacent leaders like Orbán and Bolsonaro. All too often ordinary people actually vote for those who would later crush their freedom.42


Although a few on the Left might still believe voting doesn’t matter, the Right understands that elections have consequences and electorates enable them. That is why Republicans work so hard to prevent Democratic constituencies from voting and are so terrified of their own supporters. The GOP and its broadcast division, Fox News, have turned their followers into a kind of fascist Frankenstein. Like Shelley’s creature, the monster now threatens its creators.


Nurtured on a steady diet of conspiracy theories, science hatred, displaced grievance, sadism, racial resentment, and xenophobia, the base may be loyal for now, but if not fed what has sustained them, their progenitors could be the next meal. Republican politicians deemed insufficiently MAGA by colleagues are often threatened with being “primaried” by that snarling and hungry beast. Even though so many of the former president’s endorsees have lost in general elections, party members tremble with fear that if Trump gives the word, his ballot box of deplorables will be unleashed to destroy them in the primaries.


It is more apparent than ever that boycotting electoral politics is a default surrender to those seeking to destroy any form of multiethnic democracy and the civil liberties that enable it. Voting is a crude, flawed, and insufficient means of changing life and the oligarchic forces that shape it. But not doing so hands over power to those who long for a king. For my friends who might still insist that elections are meaningless political theater, I would offer a slightly modified version of Pericles’s ancient admonition: You may not be interested in elections, but elections are interested in you.


Hatreds We Love?


The title of this book aims to do more than grab your attention with a counterintuitive conjunction of opposites. My intention is to convey something about the paradoxical nature of hatred, the central emotion animating political tribalism. It has been said that hate is like drinking poison and hoping someone else dies. In other words, those who carry it are often the ones who suffer from its toxicity. But hatred is far more than a consuming revulsion felt toward another. It creates clarity out of ambiguity and defines our friends in addition to our enemies. Despising outsiders can facilitate loving insiders. It is a frequently observed phenomenon among combat veterans that even though their military experience may have been a traumatizing horror show of cruelty and suffering, they long for the camaraderie of their fellow soldiers.43 For some, no peacetime love can compare to that bond.


The relatively benign experience of team sports, a form of ritual combat, is the variety of tribalism familiar to more people. For fans, the competitive hostility they might feel toward the opposing team is of a piece with the kinship, love, and pride felt for the home team.


In warfare, politics, and everyday bigotry, hatred can aid in disavowing and projecting ugly aspects of ourselves. In this process, reviled antagonists become vitally necessary as psychological waste bins. Thus, enemies are sometimes crucial for our psychic equilibrium and self-acceptance. We need our nemeses however much we might seek their annihilation. Hating them for seeming to embody what we don’t want to perceive in us can make it easier to love one another.


My Hatred


The purpose of this book is not to analyze my own tribal passions, but it would be profoundly dishonest to deny them. I, too, can hate. During those dread-filled pandemic grocery shopping excursions in 2020, it wasn’t uncommon to read accounts of MAGA anti-maskers coughing and laughing in the faces of clerks and other customers, defiantly proclaiming that their freedom to infect, sicken, and kill others would not be abridged. In those moments, it was easy to fall down zero-sum rabbit holes—to wish for the death of those happy to annihilate the rest of us.


Of course, fantasizing about another’s destruction is not the same as acting to bring it about. Only my sometimes-flagging capacity for self-reflection keeps me from becoming a version of those I might despise. I do not want to turn into a sadistic and violent dehumanizer of my political opponents. One way to not become a perpetrator, to keep my hatred from being enacted, is to harbor no illusions about my virtuous heart. Befriending my murderousness keeps me from becoming a murderer.


It is essential to remember that we are all capable of being perpetrators, victims, protectors, and rescuers. That truth is regularly forgotten by those who commit genocide and mass murder and torture their enemies. From the Inquisition to the witch hunts, to the Holocaust, to the October 7, 2023 butchery by Hamas, to the collective punishment visited upon the innocent civilians of Gaza, persecutors have often imagined themselves as agents of the divine or unflinching saviors of their victimized people. And so, their violence is always experienced as defensive and ennobling. War crimes are often committed as vengeance against war crimes.


“Ethnic cleansing” is not a random metaphor for deporting or obliterating an unwanted group. It speaks to a fantasy of purity, whether spiritual for the holy warrior or racial for the ethno-nationalist. We can only stay clean by eradicating the dirty “other.” If the very existence of the enemy group is a moral stain, nothing could be more righteous than removing it. Thus is born the profound entitlement to act on our hatred and torment and annihilate others.


The challenge for me as a psychoanalyst of politics is to enter and understand the inner worlds of my xenophobic and exterminationist adversaries without becoming them. This book is, in part, an effort to transmute my own hatred into generative anger. Audre Lorde noted that the aim of hatred is “death and destruction,” whereas the goal of political anger is “change.”44 Nevertheless, despair, trauma, and thoughtlessness can easily lead the latter to collapse back into the former. In the next chapter, we will plunge deeper into the psychological complexities of tribal enmity and the hatred that animates it.







CHAPTER 1


Tribal Mind/Tribal Brain—Xenophobia, Disgust, Hatred, and Fear





“Get your guns and shoot them!” “Kick their knees in!” “Stomp them to death!” There was nothing subtle about the chilling calls for mass murder. You might assume these were issued in one of many global hotspots of ethnic conflict or civil war—Bosnia in 1992, Rwanda in 1994, or Myanmar in 2017. Actually, they appeared on a public Facebook page serving a tiny town in a remote rural Oregon county.1


Folks here pride themselves on not being on the way to anyplace else. They are also fond of proclaiming the love and concern everyone feels for others in this mountain community, where people really do wave at strangers passing on traffic-free country roads. And yet, despite the area’s seven-hour drive from any major Oregon city and the sincerity of fellow feeling, the sense of threat was quite palpable—so much so that seventy armed townsfolk showed up on a day in June 2020 with assault weapons at the ready.2 One of these self-appointed guardians of public safety even assumed a sniper position atop a building near city hall.


The call to arms was prompted by social media rumors of a bus caravan of Antifa and Black Lives Matter warriors who were on their way to trash town businesses and attack residents. The feared marauders, needless to say, never showed up. The catalyst for the imagined invasion was a planned vigil by a handful of local activists, primarily elderly, to honor the memory of George Floyd, the victim of police murder in Minnesota. Even more disturbing, this story was repeated throughout other deep-red areas of the state, in at least a half dozen small rural towns.3


Years after that episode, country singer Jason Aldean would pen the perfect anthem to accompany those and future eruptions of armed xenophobic paranoia, “Try That in a Small Town.” In his music video4 and lyrics,5 this Trump-revering crooner conflates robbers, rioters, carjackers, and demonstrators against police violence in what has been a meme of fascist propaganda for many generations: political protesters are criminals, and they need to be stopped with vigilante violence. Aldean calls upon his “good ol’ boys raised up right” to get out their guns and beat back the invading cosmopolitan hordes. His video was filmed in front of the infamous Tennessee courthouse that in 1927 was the backdrop for the lynching of a Black man. Just a coincidence, Aldean insisted. (What does not seem like a coincidence is that after his music video was condemned for its racist subtext, the song rose to number one. That appears to be one of the more glaring examples of racism being used as a marketing tool in country music more broadly.6)


What could lead people to so easily believe they might be overrun by an army of swarthy barbarians from the country’s urban multicultural Gomorrahs? How could they be so credulous that they were ready to slaughter this unseen enemy? What would cause people so removed from any big-city strife to feel such vulnerability? These are questions that this chapter will attempt to answer.


The Big Picture: Tribalism and Our Species-Nature


While humans are not unique among animals in their tendency to form tribal bands, we are the only creatures who dress up our alliances in the justifying cloak of religion or ideology. Like all other animals, we seek to protect ourselves against perceived threats. But unlike other animals, we imagine that ideas, symbols, belief systems, and religions can protect us against threats or are threats themselves. Unlike other animals, humans are willing to kill themselves and others in the name of such mental abstractions. In other words, we imagine ideas as both peril and salvation. And, of course, the ideas we will die or kill for are those intrinsic to our tribal identity and membership. Yet tribalism is about more than these intangible constructs.


For humans, tribal bonds are fundamental to life, as essential as air, water, and food. Why would this be? One way to answer that question would be to view life as a temporary resistance to the unraveling forces of entropy. Energy must be taken from the environment to maintain the organization that characterizes life. We could think about the social organization enabled by tribal bonds as a means of drawing on collective forces, thus exponentially increasing our limited capacities as separate individuals. These connections with others expand our ability to forestall entropic disorganization, the ultimate expressions of which are death and decomposition. Put more simply: we hold it together by working together.


The vital power of the group may help us further understand the paradoxical willingness of people to die for the tribe. We often consider ourselves superior to seemingly mindless ants that appear to prize the welfare of the colony superorganism over individual lives. Yet, the history of humanity is riven with the theme of individuals forsaking their solitary identities for a collective one. Whether one is donning a military uniform and marching eagerly into the meat grinder of war or, in the peak pandemic years, sporting a MAGA hat unmasked and unvaxxed at a COVID-saturated indoor Trump rally, our group identity can supersede all other considerations. Here we come to the heart of a head-scratching irony that has perplexed many: tribal membership is so central to human life that we can be indifferent to our mortal peril. That is one of many paradoxes and contradictions we have evolved to bear.


The chapter ahead will attempt to shed light on many of them. As we proceed, it is essential to acknowledge that evolution has no intention, no final aim, or what philosophers have called “teleology.” The evolution of life is not an uplifting progress narrative. It has started over at various points and may do so again for many reasons.


There is another caveat regarding the evolution of human psychology: just because a current trait of the human mind was once adaptive does not mean it remains advantageous or desirable. Nor does it mean that its expression is inevitable. Moreover, many evolved traits coexist with others that predispose us to opposite behaviors.7


A formerly adaptive trait can be retained but be a significant fetter on human development and well-being. Such is the case with our predisposition to fear and hate outsider groups. At play is a set of impulses and instinctive behaviors that were once essential to survival and the opportunity to pass on one’s genes. At a later point, they can become the biggest upstream threat to the continued existence of humanity and the biosphere upon which we depend.


Human history also lacks teleology. It exhibits no evidence of inevitable progress or a preordained outcome or goal. On the one hand, there appears to be an evolving trend toward greater democracy and diminished suffering. On the other hand, this is counterbalanced by the growth of autocracy worldwide, the rapid eclipse of democratic institutions in the United States, and the global extinction of many life forms that humans are rapidly engendering. We can direct our tribal energies toward either outcome.


As central as group identity has been to humanity’s survival, there is nothing inevitable about cooperation, like so many other evolved traits. Historian and environmental philosopher Melanie Challenger points out that people are conditionally cooperative. We could view being social as one among many coexisting and sometimes contradictory schemas that can be activated under certain conditions and not others. In some circumstances, people will care and sacrifice for unrelated tribal outsiders. Occasionally, we will risk our lives to join the pillage and plunder that our group perpetrates on out-groups. Yet, certain other conditions can lead us to exploit or prey upon members of our tribe in the pursuit of individual benefit. We tend to view people who commit brutal crimes against fellow tribe members as psychopaths. But when they perpetrate the same abuses against those in out-groups, they are sometimes lauded as heroes.


In the case of tribal war, tender affection and hostile aggression can coexist in the same people. In this regard, what comes to mind are the bizarre photos brought to light following World War II of Nazi death camp staff on their day off at an SS holiday retreat adjacent to Auschwitz.8 They are pictured posing relaxedly with one another. Their warm and playful expressions tell us it was a welcome day off from the daily grind of implementing mass extermination. Brutal violence toward the out-group is perfectly compatible with loving-kindness toward and congeniality with members of your group.


Perhaps the Nazi example is too culturally distant for some. More readers may have seen images of the postcards that circulated in certain parts of the Jim Crow South in the 1920s.9 They depicted white families in their Sunday finery, fresh from soul-cleansing church services, enjoying the warmth, good cheer, and tasty refreshments offered by their fellows while a Black lynching victim swung from a rope in the distance. The conjoining of sanguinary depravity with genteel civility illustrates the kind of moral dissociation that malignant tribalism can make possible.


Should the reader find comfort in the belief that the moral dissociation of the Jim Crow South is just a relic of the last century, let me make you a bit uncomfortable. For years, hosts on Airbnb have been offering former slave quarters to those seeking a romantic getaway.10 Similarly, one reviewer on Trip Advisor who stayed at Virginia’s Prospect Inn waxed rhapsodic over “the charm of the plantation.”11 “Plantation” does sound a lot more enchanting than slave labor camp. Those who market them for weddings and other celebrations12 seem to know how to put a soft-focus lens on the historical reality of their real estate.13 We Americans have always had a talent for sanitizing our past, as if that were more patriotic than sober reflection. On the other hand, Germans are far more willing to face the atrocities of Nazi tribalism and are highly unlikely to repackage Dachau and Buchenwald into wellness retreats. They seem to prefer the burden of understanding and learning from the past over the cheerful amnesia of Americans.


How Our Conflictual Psychologies Contribute to Partisan Tribalism


Certain conditions, like a shared natural disaster or an attack by a foreign enemy, can predictably activate our capacity for cooperation. In contrast, other situations, such as an actual or perceived scarcity of resources, can mobilize our ability to pursue narrow self-interest at the cost of our ties to others. It would be clearly folly to declare that one of these conflicting tendencies is our “true” essence. Social psychologists have created a discipline devoted to manipulating environmental conditions to evoke disparate aspects of our contradictory nature. Some of that work will be highlighted later in this chapter. Nevertheless, people differ in the endowments they bring to changing situations. One of those variable predispositions concerns our intuitive sense of tribal borders and how they should function.


Group membership is vital to all of us. But there are stark partisan differences in what it means to belong to a tribe. That partly concerns the very different ideological notions of a group boundary. For conservatives, that membrane or boundary should be relatively impermeable; those of other religions, ethnicities, or races don’t belong inside. For example, that can help us understand the increasingly emotional investment Republicans have in limiting or stopping immigration, especially those whose color marks them as outsiders, and for constructing barriers at the border that are imbued with the fantasy of impermeability.


For liberals, the tribal boundary should be semi-permeable, which selectively allows some people to enter but not others. There is a recognition that certain outsiders could enrich the group. They may look, speak, or worship differently than those already insiders but embrace the fundamental values held by longtime residents, such as civil liberties and democratic governance. There is also the awareness that some strangers might not be a good fit and should be excluded. When liberals err in their construction of boundaries, it is most often in the direction of excessive permeability.


So, in many ways, the different partisan approaches to tribal identity concern how they view the membranes that enclose them—rigid or flexible, hermetically sealed or partially porous. While a later chapter will address some of the limitations of liberal political psychology, I am far more worried about the consequences of present-day right-wing tribalism. And I have good company in this anxiety. According to FBI Director Christopher Wray, white supremacists and far-right militias constitute the most significant domestic terrorism threat we face.14


The overriding concern of these groups is boundary permeability—the borders of race, culture, sexuality, and gender.15 And they have shown themselves quite willing to kill and die to shore up those barriers. Because Donald Trump has identified himself as the principal avatar of their xenophobia, they have gleefully volunteered to function as his private army. Trump, in turn, has reciprocated their love, suggesting that he would pardon the January 6 coup plotters should he return to office in 2025.16


All that is required of his armed followers is that they back his efforts to end any democratic impediments to autocratic rule. Trump has made no effort to disguise that intention. In what has become an all-too-familiar pattern of normalizing the aberrant, he casually admitted that the aim of his multi-front assault on democracy was to get Mike Pence to “change the outcome” and that his vice president should have “overturned the election.”17 Once on the throne, he can finally complete his “big, beautiful wall,” the organizing metaphor of his reign.18 Only if he can attain unaccountable power can the dangerous, polluting racial outsiders be kept from sullying white America. And most Republican members of Congress are aligned with those goals.


In case anyone doubted that the GOP is now the Trump party, the Republican National Committee, by a unanimous vote, censured the two singular dissenters in their caucus, Liz Cheney and Adam Kinzinger. Their transgression? They sought to hold the Capitol rioters and the former president accountable for their actions. In the same document announcing the censure, Republicans declared that the January 6 terrorists—who assaulted cops using metal poles festooned with Trump and Confederate flags, attempted to lynch the vice president, defecated in the Capitol Building, and tried to stop the certification of Biden’s victory—were engaged in “legitimate political discourse.”19


It isn’t just the MAGA faction’s militant opposition to democracy that is troublesome. It is also what they want to do with the autocratic power they seek, even beyond instituting xenophobic policies. We are getting a window into that agenda at the state level. Extending their decades-long culture war Jihad into primary and secondary schools, Republicans at the local level have embarked on a frenzy of book banning and curricular censorship.20 Their target is the teaching of facts, historical and scientific, that make white Christians feel “discomfort.”21 There are proposals to monitor what teachers say with microphones and cameras.22 In many respects, those culture war skirmishes are iterations of a large xenophobic crusade—the right-wing effort to banish the foreign, the unfamiliar, and the perspectives that challenge unexamined assumptions. Those threats require different walls—laws and policies that keep out the strange in all its forms.


One of those assumptions is the conservative creed of dominion over the entire natural world in the form of unrestrained resource extraction. That belief has placed much of the planet’s flora and fauna in unprecedented peril—whether cloaked in Biblical mandates, Randian libertarian entitlement, or corporate defenses of “property rights.”23 That notion has combined with right-wing denial or indifference to climate change, resulting in the loss of plant and animal species at a dizzying pace. In other words, under the contemporary rubric of “conservatism,” they seek to conserve very little, especially what we most need to live.


We will all lose if this right-wing tribal vision of winning is realized. Because the stakes are so high, it is imperative to understand the psychology of tribalism, especially forms that may be ultimately inimical to life. We are facing the grim irony that this essential feature of human nature, our often-blind loyalty to groups, may lead to the disappearance of humans from nature.


Xenophobic Tribalism and the “Securitarian” Personality


Following Donald Trump’s electoral victory in 2016, Forbes magazine interviewed the new president’s son-in-law Jared Kushner about their campaign strategy.24 Kushner noted that he wanted to make optimal use of their resources. So, the GOP team was highly selective about where they spent television ad dollars. Campaign researchers were not only able to identify which TV shows were favored by Republicans but also which political issue was associated with each program. They learned that avid viewers of The Walking Dead were particularly concerned about immigration. The show depicted caravans of filthy, depersonalized, and soulless wanderers who offer nothing and want to eat your brains. That sounds a lot like the immigrant monsters Trump had been conjuring throughout his campaign. As you learn more about the “securitarian personality,” it will be clear why that ad buy was a laser-guided strike directly into the MAGA amygdala.


Psychologist John Hibbing wrote The Securitarian Personality in 2018.25 At that time, Trump had been in office for two years. Many social scientists and non-MAGA members of the public struggled to understand the psychological foundations of Trump’s base. Using focus groups, interviews, and extensive surveys, Hibbing’s research was aimed at the most ardent supporters of the president—not just his voters but those who deeply venerated him.


However, since then, Trump veneration quickly became the only acceptable public stance if one wanted to remain in good standing with the GOP. Party members who failed to exalt their spiritual leader and join the Trump cult of personality were labeled RINOs (Republicans in Name Only), censured, deprived of committee assignments, threatened with MAGA primary challengers, or forced into retirement. Republican members of Congress who took positions contrary to the MAGA party mainstream received death threats.26


To be viewed as a tribal loyalist, it was not enough to simply sing the leader’s praises. One also had to sign on to the new GOP catechism—that the 2020 election was stolen from Trump, the violent coup plotters of January 6 were actually freedom-fighting patriots, and laws had to be passed to ensure that handpicked partisan functionaries, not a majority of voters, would determine future election outcomes. Across the country, GOP state legislators passed voter suppression and election nullification laws.


In light of these developments, it seems highly likely that the percentage of conservatives who constitute what Hibbing calls “Trump venerators” has become the only politically viable force within the Republican Party, Congress, and the base. If the MAGA faction has become virtually the only faction on the Right, Hibbing’s studies have even broader applications for American conservatives. With that in mind, unless stated otherwise, I will use “MAGA faction,” “GOP base,” “Republican,” “right-wing,” and “conservative” interchangeably.


Before the Trump era, distinctions between those terms might have been meaningful. There may very well be Republican politicians who quietly dissent from MAGA orthodoxy in their minds. However, those who aren’t Liz Cheney or Adam Kinzinger are either silent, on the verge of retirement, or simply unwilling to endure another campaign suffering the abuse of their Trumpian colleagues and so refuse to run again. As far as the base is concerned, 76 percent of voters who cast ballots for Trump in 2020 venerate him enough (as of January 2022) to want him to run in 2024.27 It is safe to assume that they’ve made peace with the Big Lie (they either believe it or don’t care) and are untroubled by his efforts to overthrow the election results and install himself as a virtual king. And many appear to long for him to be an autocratic leader.


As Hibbing’s research shows, the overarching imperative of this faction is to protect the tribe from threatening outsiders and combat those on the inside who are either collaborators with the external enemy or don’t recognize the danger they pose. This preoccupation with outsider groups is driven by a deep sense of collective vulnerability or insecurity, hence the name “securitarian” that Hibbing gives to this tendency, which he sees as both an enduring trait of personality and a political worldview. He notes that this phenotype can be found in many nations and throughout human history.28 Trump has become the role model for xenophobic democracy-hating autocrats across the globe, from Brazil to the Philippines to Hungary. Even in liberal Germany and New Zealand, neofascists and anti-vaxxers, who have often marched together, could be seen wearing red MAGA hats. When xenophobic leaders are voted into office, their ascension to power likely reflects the securitarian concerns of most of the population, at least those engaged enough to show up at the polls. As noted in the introduction, nearly all fascist regimes were brought to power through democratic elections.


The Many Fronts in the War on Outsiders


In the United States, anxiety about the corrupting, polluting effects of immigration can be traced to its founding. However, the specific ethnic or racial group that constituted the alien threat was ever-changing. Benjamin Franklin warned about what he saw as an impending German immigrant invasion. In his colorized xenophobic nightmare, he described them as a “swarthy” peril that constituted a “herd.” So, unlike English-speaking settlers, they would likely “be so numerous as to Germanize us instead of our Anglifying them.”29 Thus was born an early Great Replacement theory.


Fast forward to the present; two-thirds of Republicans surveyed in a University of Massachusetts-Amherst study agreed with the following statements: “The growth of the number of immigrants to the US means that America is in danger of losing its culture and identity” and “The Democratic Party is trying to replace the current electorate with voters from poorer countries around the world.”30 The endorsement of these notions was highly associated with the belief that Trump won the 2020 election.


An NPR/Ipsos survey conducted in July 2022 showed that securitarian anxieties on the Right have become profound. Seventy-six percent of Republicans believed there was an immigrant “invasion” at the southern border of the United States. However, 91 percent of those who watched Fox News and other conservative news outlets believe that.31 But even Democrats were not immune to that disinformation. Forty percent of them accepted the false narrative. However, unlike Democrats, most Republicans endorsed many other factually incorrect ideas about immigrants. Specifically, they believed that, compared to US citizens, immigrants were likelier to commit crimes, carry fentanyl into the United States, and go on public assistance.


Given the steady xenophobic drumbeat from the likes of Tucker Carlson and other prominent white supremacist public figures, it is not surprising that even with Trump out of office, Trumpism has become increasingly hegemonic. While not broken out by party affiliation, researchers in 2018 found that most Americans opposed building a border wall. Four years later, more approved than disapproved of such a barrier. Support for granting a path to citizenship for immigrants brought to the United States illegally as children has declined from 65 percent back then to 51 percent now. Even the sense of America’s defining character has shifted in a securitarian direction. In 2018, 75 percent of US citizens saw immigration as foundational to our national identity. By 2022, that number went down to 56 percent.32


Xenophobic concerns are linked to a variety of seemingly unrelated attitudes. In one study, researchers found that the vast majority of subjects who professed a disbelief in the notion of systemic racism—that white skin conferred social and economic advantages—did not accept the idea that the January 6 Capitol attack was an insurrection.33 They also did not believe that Biden had legitimately won the 2020 election. Given the MAGA faction’s perception that elections are a means to replace and disempower them using “poor” (read non-white) immigrants, the link between their xenophobia and belief in the Big Lie seems like a causal one—with the former being the catalyst for the latter.


The Role of “Big Government” in Right-Wing Demonology


Nearly every apparently separate issue of concern to conservative voters appears to derive from xenophobic anxiety. For example, the need to hamper government and its ability to regulate is driven by the sense that the state, especially at the federal level, is a force that prevents us from protecting ourselves from outsider threats.


Those who run corporations may push xenophobic narratives, but their hatred for the regulatory functions of government is more pragmatic. They oppose anything that impedes profit-taking or hampers the impunity many businesses enjoy for the harm their “cost externalization” might cause.


But in the view of the GOP base, the government wants to disarm us and prevent us from protecting our families from criminals. It tries to weaken us and crush our freedom by telling parents, who know what’s best for their children, what has to be taught in schools, and whether they should wear masks or get vaccinated. It determines what chemicals we can put on our crops, how to care for our health, what to put in our gasoline, which animals we can kill, and which must be protected.


Regulation, even though it might protect citizens from harm and ensure a greater degree of actual security, is despised by the conservative electorate because it is viewed as a kind of castration. This sort of government is seen as an outsider threat that wants to put its citizens in chains, cripple their initiative, and deprive them of agency. Government policy directed at the common good, especially the tax-funded social safety net, is seen as a theft from those who work hard that is then handed over to those who refuse to work. And, as the sociologist Arlie Hochschild has observed, the conservative working poor resent the unemployed or underemployed poor (often assumed to be non-white) because the latter are seen as cutting in line ahead of those more deserving of perceived scarce resources.34 Many on the Right imagine aid to those in need as a kind of carceral coddling, a form of caretaking that enfeebles its recipients in a prison of dependency.


Furthermore, those the state seeks to protect and subsidize aren’t seen as real Americans. Immigrants, the homeless, racial minorities seeking “special rights,” union members, criminals, environmentalists, Muslims, and welfare recipients are perceived as undeserving outsiders within our borders, especially since they are regarded as Democratic constituencies.


Ronald Reagan best captured the sense of the government as a menacing interloper whose offerings are a poison chalice when he said, “The nine most terrifying words in the English language are, ‘I’m from the government, and I’m here to help.’” That much-repeated folksy Reaganism turned out to be a very effective way to disseminate and make palatable the libertarian inversion of social assistance so that it connoted harm. It helped to render intuitive to those on the Right the belief that efforts of citizens to aid one another through governmental pooling of shared resources would just make everything worse.


The notion of ‘government’ is often deployed as a fantasy, an imagined entity onto which noble or malevolent intentions can be projected. For the Left, it can be seen as an idealized protector of the common good. For the Right, especially when out of power, it is generally viewed as a malignant tool of those seeking to dominate, intrude, and restrict—an enemy of everyone’s freedom.


Of course, actual governments can be malevolent or benign. They are capable of extraordinary violence and oppression. Or they can function as institutions for coordinating and implementing the care and generosity of citizens. Governments are often captured by corporate interests to ensure they are not liable for any damage caused by ruthless profiteering. Sometimes, they can be a powerful brake on the harm, pain, and ruin resulting from unrestricted capitalist pillage and plunder. Of course, real-world governments generally embody all those functions at different times and in different contexts, depending in part on whose philosophy and values are driving policy and practice.


In addition, how governments function depends on their structure, the laws that determine their powers, whom they are designed to serve, and the degree to which those who work in them can be held accountable through elections and other legal mechanisms. But these factors are also driven by what citizens imagine governments to be. That is where the fantasies I’ve described play a role in what is possible. The tropes we use in our conversations about government shape the structures and laws we create. So, in many respects, our fantasies aren’t simply distortions of reality but play a vital part in the reality we create for ourselves.


Hatred and fear of government are not evolved features of human psychology. But a vigilant attunement to outsider threats is. The genius of libertarian think tanks and corporate PR consultants is their intuitive ability to harness this enduring feature of our paleo-psychology to their economic and political aims. For example, to get a plurality of citizens to reject the personal and community benefits resulting from a meaningful progressive tax system, corporate and wealth taxes must be seen as a form of robbery threatening everyone. Robin Hood has to be depicted as Joseph Stalin. From this perspective, it is a short step from legal mandates that require the wealthy to pay their fair share to forced collectivization and the gulag.


Similarly, after the August 8, 2022 FBI search of his Mar-a-Lago estate for the top-secret documents he had stolen, Donald Trump, never missing a grifting opportunity, found a way to raise money off of it. The email pitch to his marks depicted the search as an invasion by predatory outsiders.35 Those government thugs were not just a danger to him but to the base as well. The message screamed with the typical Trumpian all-caps alarm, “THEY BROKE INTO MY HOME!” And, “They’re coming after YOU.” That was followed by a “poll” question: “Do you agree President Trump is being persecuted?” Deploying the reliable right-wing villain, Big Government, he could once again portray himself and, by extension, his base as victims of that malevolent alien force. And his con worked, enabling him to rake in millions within a few days.36


Of course, Trump is not the first right-wing politician to blur any distinction between the wealthy elite and ordinary citizens. The aim has always been to encourage the latter to identify with the former. For many decades it has been common practice for conservatives to conjure a demonic vision of government and portray it as such a grave outsider threat that it should be “drowned in the bathtub,” as libertarian anti-tax zealot Grover Norquist once famously proclaimed.37


The Enemy Within and the MAGA War on Democracy


One way that conservatives have found to disparage liberal foes who see government as a potential force for the benefit of all is to imply directly or indirectly that they are not “real” Americans. This rhetorical move to “foreignize” Democratic voters and their representatives has been an effective way to represent to the MAGA base the threatening nature of political opponents, i.e., to depict them as tribal outsiders. One of the first such campaigns, effective among Republicans, was Donald Trump’s promotion of the “birther” lie.38 That was the fictional claim that Barack Obama was born in Kenya and was a secret practitioner of Islam. The narrative brought together a triad of qualities that rendered him dangerously alien to the GOP base. He was not only Black but also African and Muslim—definitely not one of “us.”


That brings us closer to understanding the growing Republican consensus that democracy is a serious problem and why they explicitly desire to end it.39 From their perspective, universal adult suffrage is not just an impediment to conservatives’ return to power. It also makes it harder to create the ethnically and culturally homogenous world they want to live in. In other words, the threat posed by equal access to the ballot is that the wrong people can vote.


Former Arizona state house candidate and MAGA activist Selina Bliss said, “When I hear the word ‘democracy,’ I think of the democracy of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. That’s not us.”40 The problem, according to this racialized depiction of democracy, is that it allows “them” to vote. Perhaps, had Bliss known more about the Congo’s history of brutal authoritarian rule and corruption and that it was democratic in name only, she might have felt more of a kinship with that nation.


Republicans fear that non-white, non-Christian, and Democratic voters want to take the United States into a disturbingly cosmopolitan and multicultural future, which the GOP base views as a dystopian nightmare. Though not “communists,” they are what Trump’s role model Senator Joseph McCarthy called “the enemies within.”41 To save the country, those people must be stopped. And the only way to do that is to destroy democracy. Nearly every red state legislature has passed or proposed voter suppression and election nullification laws.


That is how autocracy—whether helmed by Donald Trump, Ron DeSantis, or another MAGA Republican—is linked to securitarian anxieties. For the GOP political elite, xenophobic narratives are the bait dangled before the base to engender approval for authoritarian rule. And for the base, supporting authoritarian rule is the means of protecting themselves from the outsiders the base believes are plotting to replace them. As Hibbing documented, those who revere Trump are willing to endorse autocracy if it furthers their sense of tribal security.42


The Party of Barbed Wire vs. the Party of the Welcome Mat


While xenophobic appeals are compelling to securitarians, they don’t reach the other enduring personality and political type Hibbing calls “unitarians.”43 While this term does not refer to the religious institution of the same name, there are similarities. Both are ecumenical rather than sectarian. Like members of the church, Hibbing’s unitarians are citizens whose tribal identity encompasses humanity as a whole. Hence, their group boundaries are more porous and mutable. They are more concerned about tyranny within their groups than threats from the outside. The greatest danger is insider villainy, such as the corrupt, unjust, and cruel exercise of power, the mistreatment of minorities, and the theft and hoarding of community resources. Unitarians tend to welcome outsiders and seek to create pathways to be granted insider status.


One way to think about these two conflicting predispositions is that they reflect different adaptions to a conflict at the core of our species’ nature. On the one hand, we are utterly dependent on relationships with others, especially early in life—for protection, physical and emotional care, comfort, recognition, and material needs. As we grow, this develops into an interdependence that extends well beyond our kin group and community to include neighboring communities and, ultimately, the world. Outsiders bring ideas, innovations, resources, trade, exciting novelty, and genetic diversity. They can ally with us to better our ability to manage a wide range of threats, whether military or the caprices of nature. Intertribal relations have been crucial to our evolution as a species.


On the other hand, relationships with other groups were sometimes uninvited and occasionally resulted in brutal conquest by tribal outsiders. Failure to be wary of foreign threats could place communities and individuals at risk of theft, infection from unknown pathogens, torture, rape, enslavement, or even extermination. To be indifferent to this possibility and forsake a vigilant posture toward the intentions of outsiders could lead one’s group, in the case of genocide, toward extinction.


The tension between these two predispositions has been an evolutionary selection pressure for both human phenotypes, which in some ways can map onto our current left-right partisan divide. Liberal unitarians are the modern xenophiles who perpetually conflict with the conservative securitarian xenophobes of the present day. At some times and in some places, this tension can escalate to civil war.


Those on the unitarian Left keep their eagle eye on the possible corruption and autocratic tendencies of our leaders and the way those deemed outsiders are often mistreated. Extreme income inequality is seen as a threat. This is not just because the privileged few can monopolize resources but also because their disproportionate wealth allows them undue and corrupt influence under our current system. Therefore, unitarians believe that measures must be taken to alleviate these disparities. In addition, unitarians make the intuitive assumption that people of all nations are connected through a global network of mutual influences. Collaboration—not conflict, isolation, or conquest—is the guiding ethos of this worldview.


The Tribe of Humanity


Another body of compelling research taps into a cluster of traits similar to what Hibbing has found in unitarians. For decades, Sam McFarland has been studying people who identify with humanity as a whole—not just a political party, religion, locality, or nation-state. He even developed a way to measure that trait, the Identify with All of Humanity (IWAH) scale.44 That enabled him to look at other psychological characteristics associated with high or low scores on that measure. McFarland has shown that those who view themselves as belonging to the broad tribe of all humanity also tend to be more empathic, caring for others, and open to new experiences. In addition, they are more likely to embrace transnational notions of universal justice, attribute a full range of human emotions to ethnic out-groups, see themselves as liberal, and align with the Democratic Party.45


Those who score low on that scale tend to be ethnocentric, authoritarian, prefer relationships of domination, identify as Christian fundamentalists, and privilege in-group loyalty above other moral values. The IWAH scale predicts more than attitudes and other psychological traits. Those who score high on that measure behave differently in the world. They educate themselves about global humanitarian concerns, donate to international charities, and make practical commitments to global human rights. For example, a study compared human rights organization Amnesty International members with executives at the helm of various chambers of commerce. While the scores of business leaders did not appreciably differ from those in the general population sample, Amnesty activists scored above the 75th percentile, with 42 percent showing results in the 99th percentile.46 While the findings of that research may not be surprising, they remind us that an inclusive form of tribal identity exists, and probably always has, alongside the more exclusionary xenophobic variety. In the early history of the United States, that outlook was best articulated by one of the handful of founding fathers who opposed slavery in deed and words,47 Thomas Paine. He said, “The world is my country, all mankind are my brethren, and to do good is my religion.”48 It would be hard to find a more succinct expression of a liberal worldview.
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