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I. The Dual Role and Drawbacks of Group Ideologies

Group ideologies function primarily as the "glue that binds communities," providing shared values, 

norms, and essential frameworks for social cohesion, cooperation, governance, and identity.

However, the strength of ideologies in unifying groups also presents significant limitations when they 

become rigid dogmas. Potential drawbacks include:

• Intellectual Narrowing and Stagnation Ideologies can suppress dissenting views and discourage 

critical thinking or innovation in favor of conformity.

• Echo Chambers Groups often reinforce existing beliefs internally, exposing members only to aligning 

ideas, thereby blinding individuals to broader realities or nuanced perspectives.

• Resistance to Change Ideologies rooted in tradition may resist adaptation even when societal conditions

(like science or environmental concerns) evolve, which can impede progress.

• Polarization and Conflict Competing ideologies deepen divisions, fostering conflict, especially when 

group identity becomes tightly linked to the ideology, causing compromise to be viewed as betrayal.

To mitigate these drawbacks, the goal should not be to discard ideologies, but to encourage open dialogue,

foster interdisciplinary thinking, and promote empathy across ideological lines.

II. Identity vs. Issues: The Driver of Polarization

Recent scholarship emphasizes a crucial distinction between a person’s issue-based 

ideology (operational ideology) and their identity-based ideology (symbolic ideology).

Element of 

Ideology
Characteristics Effect on Conflict

Issue-Based 

Ideology

The traditional view; defined as a set of coherent policy

attitudes or beliefs (a "system of beliefs") that form 

measurable patterns, typically along a left-right 

constraint. It motivates political preferences for 

potentially less visceral, logical reasons, aligning with 

democratic values.

Its effect on ideological 

polarization is less than half the

size of the effect of identity.

Identity-Based 

Ideology

Based on social identity; defined by attachment to 

ideological labels (e.g., "liberal" or "conservative") that 

confer a sense of group membership (inclusion and 

exclusion). It motivates psychological and emotional 

political judgments unconnected to actual policy 

positions.

The primary driver of 

affective polarization. It 

reliably predicts substantial 

social distancing and animosity 

toward outgroups.



Studies using national samples (like SSI and 2016 ANES data) demonstrate that identity-based ideology is 

capable of driving heightened levels of affective polarization against outgroup ideologues, even when 

individuals hold low levels of policy attitude extremity or constraint.

The strength of identification with ideological labels (liberal or conservative) reliably predicts substantial 

social distancing, such as an unwillingness to marry, be friends with, or live next door to ideological 

opponents. This polarization is largely based on social attachments and who is considered "in" or "out," 

rather than policy disagreements. This suggests that political conflict can become unmoored from distinct

policy goals, potentially leading to a less compromise-oriented electorate where team victory supersedes 

policy outcomes.

III. Cognitive Complexity and the Inevitability of Ideological Flaws

Many ideologies, such as conservatism, liberalism, and socialism, are cognitively complex symbolic 

structures requiring specialized education for mastery. Because thinking ideologically is not a 

maturationally natural skill (unlike speaking one’s native language), most people remain ideological 

"amateurs".

Crucially, even complex ideologies are much simpler than the vast political, economic, and social systems 

they attempt to represent. This means all ideologies are inevitably flawed:

1. Inaccuracy: All ideologies are inaccurate to varying degrees, meaning some of their empirical claims or 

forecasts are incorrect.

2. Incompleteness: Ideologies contain "holes or gaps" because they fail to anticipate crucial events (like 

global warming before 1950) or new problems, often leading to unanticipated value trade-offs.

3. Inconsistency: Efforts to adapt ideologies to new circumstances (to reduce incompleteness) often make

them more complex and foster internal inconsistencies between new and old parts. Inconsistencies can 

occur within empirical claims, strategic recommendations, or value content (e.g., the conflict between 

individual liberty and supporting slavery in the American Revolution).

Because these flaws are inevitable results of humans grappling with reality's complexity, evaluations should

not focus on identifying static errors at a single point in time. Instead, evaluations should focus on how 

an ideological tradition (a sequence of related ideologies) evolves—for example, whether it is improving 

(progressive) or degrading—and whether it possesses strong self-correcting capacities through the use 

of science and evidence.

IV. Friend-Foe Thinking and Threats to Democracy

Since advanced ideological reasoning is difficult, most people reason about politics using a default, simpler 

cognitive mode: friend-foe representations (FFRs).

• FFRs are maturationally natural (easy to acquire) and egocentric, meaning they mentally represent 

objects in relation to the self (e.g., my friends and my enemies).

• This contrasts with prototypical ideologies, which tend to be allocentric (using external reference points 

like economic class or place of birth) and are therefore more cognitively sophisticated.

FFRs represent political opponents as enemies. This type of thinking is central to populism, defined as a 



"thin-centered ideology" that separates society into "the pure people" versus "the corrupt elite". Because 

FFRs are the default way of thinking about politics and are cognitively sticky, populism poses a permanent 

threat to liberal democracy by destabilizing it from within. Liberal democracy relies on viewing opponents 

as those with whom one negotiates, whereas FFRs and populism require thinking in terms of enemies to 

be defeated.


