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Conservative Extremists

Are Afraid of Threats That
Don’t Exist
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| Political violence stems from both the extreme left and right, but not in equal measure. More ideologically motivated
killings have been perpetrated by the far-right in the United States than by far-left movements over the last four decades,1
and attacks by members of the far-right have increased precipitously in the last few years.2 A similarly asymmetric and
accelerating association between violence and the political right has been observed in countries throughout the world.3 A
Darwinian approach to the threat psychologies distinguishing left from right political orientation can help make sense of the
link between violence and extreme conservatism.

Broadly speaking, when environments are dangerous, vigilance against threats and adherence to tried-and-true behaviors
are adaptive strategies. Conversely, when environments are safe, threat-vigilance and adherence to the tried-and-true can
lead to wasteful expenditures of effort on defense, and failures to adopt beneficial innovations. Given that environmental
danger varies, and that individuals vary in the degree to which they are equipped to confront or endure threats, natural
selection favors genetic variation within populations in reactivity to indications of threat. This distribution in relative
threat-reactivity appears to manifest in some of the values and intuitions informing one’s political orientation, and may
partially explain the abiding distinction between conservatives, who prioritize the preservation of cultural traditions and the
welfare of the in-group as safeguards against a world perceived as fraught with enemies, and progressives, who view change
and between-group cooperation as beneficial opportunities in a world perceived as relatively safe.4 Consistent with this
functional perspective, convergent evidence indicates that conservatives process threat-related cues with greater salience
and reactivity than do progressives.5 Notwithstanding recent evidence that political orientation does not reliably track skin
conductance responses to threatening pictures,6 conservatives have been found more distracted by threatening imagery,7-9
more emotionally reactive to threatening images,6 and more likely to perceive ambiguous facial expressions as indicating
malevolent intent relative to progressives.10

Such varied expressions of threat-reactivity may be understood as heightened negativity bias, a pattern observed across
many species.11,12 Insofar as threats are more imminent than benefits of comparable magnitude, and can preclude the
opportunity to reap benefits (e.g., due to injury or death), failing to detect and respond to potential threats carries greater
fitness costs than failing to detect and respond to potential benefits. Natural selection, therefore, favors the evolution of
psychological mechanisms that assign greater weight to potential threats than to potential benefits or other sorts of
information. In our species, information regarding potential threats has been found more attention-grabbing, memorable,
and evocative than information about potential benefits,13 and people tend to believe false claims to a greater degree when
framed as threats than as benefits.14
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The tendency to believe spurious claims about threats makes adaptive sense. As in other forms of negativity bias, failing to
believe true threat claims is often costlier than mistakenly believing false threat claims, due to the lopsided difference
between the costs of suffering harm versus unnecessary precaution.14 Conservatives appear more prone to negativity bias
with regard to credulity toward false threat claims, even when the threats in question are apolitical in nature, with no such
difference observed regarding claims about potential benefits.15,4 The overall findings indicate that the link between
political orientation and threat-credulity is not explicable by demographic variables, differences in reasoning abilities, or
gullibility regarding non-threat topics.15 Rather, conservatives appear to believe false claims about threats due to an
underlying threat-reactivity which manifests in an array of perceptual, affective, cognitive, and behavioral tendencies which
were likely advantageous in perilous ancestral environments.

Political orientation seems to be heritable as well as contingent on environmental influences. A cross-cultural analysis of
over 12,000 adult twin pairs found evidence that genetic factors contribute 10-59% of the variance in political ideology in
samples spanning four decades and five societies.16 In addition, early exposure to unsafe environments increases threat-
reactivity throughout the lifespan,17,18 potentially inclining individuals toward conservatism. Within-group exchanges of
information (i.e., “information bubbles”) may solidify such endogenous propensities and strengthen investment in one’s left
or right political coalition.

If, as the large and growing body of evidence outlined above suggests, conservatives truly are more threat-reactive and more
credulous of alleged threats, then a polarized media environment in which conservatives are inundated with disinformation
about outgroup threats may set the stage for far-right extremism to flourish. Indeed, levels of conservatism track the
intensity of belief in conspiracy theories.4 The functional model of conservatism sketched here predicts that information
regarding ostensibly threatening out-groups should garner greater attention, emotional salience, memory, and credulity
among conservative audiences, potentially engendering a positive feedback loop wherein individuals feel motivated to seek
further information regarding putative threats—and to confront them aggressively.

Crucially, the pattern of heightened reactivity and credulity toward potential threats characteristic of the conservative mind
is not associated with fearfulness or timidity, but with confidence in the ability to triumph through force. Cues of threat
often exacerbate intergroup antipathy,19,20 and conservatives display not only a lower threshold for identifying out-group
members as threats,10,21 but also greater confidence in achieving victory through warfare,21 in a pattern observed in the
United States, the United Kingdom, and Spain, and which should theoretically replicate in other societies.22,23 By contrast,
the same data portray progressives as less inclined to categorize out-group members as threats, less confident in attaining
victory through force, and more inclined to seek negotiation and accommodation. As such, far-right extremists commit acts
of political violence moreso than their far-left counterparts in an exaggerated pattern consonant with the differences
observed among individuals who fall within the normal spectrum of political attitudes.

To be clear, the overwhelming majority of conservatives do not appear unusually prone to violence, and violence is
perpetrated at times by the far left. The present commentary should not be mistaken as an argument that acts of violence are
necessarily related to conservative political ideologies, as extremism is motivated by many and complex factors. Our
intention here is not to caricature individuals on the basis of their political values, but to summarize emerging evidence that
natural selection shaped threat-processing mechanisms that psychologically distinguish left from right, generating
somewhat distinct phenotypes evolved to function best within safe versus dangerous environments, respectively. These
baseline differences in conservatives’ threat-reactivity, credulity and aggression appear alarmingly susceptible to
exaggeration when subjected to the malign influence of propagandist media.
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