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Executive Overview

Approximately 20-30% of populations consistently demonstrate high Right-Wing
Authoritarianism (RWA), a stable psychological profile that explains why individuals
support authoritarian leaders even when confronted with obvious lies and
contradictions[1][2]. This summary provides CIVIC leadership with evidence-based
insights into the psychological mechanisms driving authoritarian support and practical
implications for engaging the "Courageous Center."

Core Psychological Mechanisms

1. Impaired Critical Thinking and Compartmentalization

High RWA individuals exhibit compartmentalized belief systems—storing contradictory
ideas in isolated mental "files" that never integratel*)2l, This enables them to:

»  Accept authority-sourced information uncritically while dismissing contradictory
evidence as "fake news"

»  Apply double standards: judging out-groups harshly while excusing in-group flaws

+ Maintain dogmatic certainty without examining why beliefs are true

« Display profound self-blindness, underestimating their own prejudice and
conformism

Key Insight: These individuals don't lack intelligence—they employ sophisticated reasoning
to defend predetermined conclusions rather than evaluate evidence objectively.

2. Fear-Driven Motivations and Self-Righteousness

Authoritarian Followers perceive a dangerous world (whether real or exaggerated) and
crave strong leaders for security(!l. This combines with intense self-righteousness ("We're
the Holy Ones") that releases aggression toward perceived threats—immigrants, political
opponents, cultural change[s],

« Emotional fuel: Fear plus moral superiority consistently overrides factual evidence
» Crisis amplification: Threats activate submission to "law and order" appeals

» Dual motivation: Submission to in-group authority (RWA) plus desire for
hierarchy/inequality (Social Dominance Orientation)

! Note: Over the last 50 years I've done considerable research and original thinking about
Authoritarians and their followers. This report is a short compendium to provide answers to
thorny questions we all have had.
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Understanding Authoritarian Support
3. The "Ego Hijacking" Phenomenon

When individuals experience weakened self-determination, self-governance, and self-worth,
they become vulnerable to authoritarian manipulation. This creates a psychological vacuum
where:

» The authoritarian leader fills the void, offering vicarious power and belonging
« Followers surrender critical thinking and moral discernment in exchange for security

« Individuals gain feelings of control, self-righteous indignation, and moral superiority
without examining long-term consequences

+ Peer acceptance reinforces the hijacking—"everyone I admire feels this way"

Critical Finding: This mechanism bridges Freudian concepts (identification with the
aggressor) with modern political psychology, explaining why approximately 25% remain loyal
despite contradictory evidencel4lls],

4. Motivated Reasoning and Echo Chambers

Authoritarian supporters engage in partisan motivated reasoning: processing
information to affirm pre-existing views while dismissing disconfirming evidence as
biased[®]7], They:

« Limit information sources to in-group echo chambers

» Idealize leaders, ignoring contradictions and moral failures

«  Weaponize "uncertainty" to reject science and factual evidence

+ Fail to correct false beliefs even when confronted with clear evidence

Research Evidence: Studies demonstrate that high RWA individuals show stronger bias
reinforcement patterns, particularly among specific political supporters!8lol

5. Social and Developmental Factors

+ Enclosed upbringing: Homogeneous environments limit exposure to diversity and
critical thinking

« Ethnocentrism: Sharp in-group/out-group divisions where loyalty to "our side"
trumps truth

+ Authority dependence: Beliefs absorbed from trusted sources without
independent evaluation

« Not unique to the right: Left-wing authoritarians mirror these traits (dogmatism,
aggression toward perceived oppressors)
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Understanding Authoritarian Support

Why Intelligence Doesn't Immunize

Critical Understanding: Education and intelligence do not provide immunity against
authoritarian appeal—they can actually weaponize it. Approximately 25% support persists
among college graduates because:

« High IQ enables sophisticated rationalizations, not critical evaluation

« Openness to experience (personality trait) is the stronger buffer, not intelligence

+ Smart individuals build stronger defenses for existing biases through motivated reasoning
« Seminary training and advanced education provide rhetorical tools to justify extremism

Example: Educated religious leaders use theological sophistication to rationalize violent
rhetoric as "spiritual metaphor" or "God's will"—intelligence employed in service of
predetermined conclusions!oli],

The Imperviousness Mechanism

Why facts rarely penetrate authoritarian belief systems:

Cognitive shortcuts (compartmentalization, dogmatism) + emotional needs (security,
belonging, moral superiority) + social isolation (echo chambers) = a multi-layered fortress
against contrary evidence.

For information to change minds, it must penetrate all three layers simultaneously:
1. Logical/evidential layer
2. Emotional/identity layer
3. Social approval/in-group acceptance layer

This rarely occurs without personal crisis or relationship-based intervention.

Strategic Implications for CIVIC

The Civic Leadership
Us vs. Them Response
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What Doesn't Work

« Fact-checking alone: Bounces off compartmentalized thinking

« Shaming or mockery: Triggers defensive entrenchment

« Appeals to hypocrisy: Double standards are features, not bugs

« Rational argument: Addresses only one of three protective layers
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What Can Work: Evidence-Based Engagement Strategies

Strategy

Frame appeals to shared "Courageous
Center" values

| Rationale

Integrity and unity resonate across moderate spectrum;
avoids triggering in-group/out-group defensiveness

Target moderates, not extremists

The committed 20-30% are largely unreachable; focus
on persuadable middle

Relationship-based persuasion

Personal connections penetrate social layer; facts from
trusted sources carry weight

Expose "demonizing" as unity violation

”

Use moral framing: "True leaders unite; zealots divide

Create cognitive dissonance through values

Highlight contradictions between stated values
(Christian love, constitutional principles) and
authoritarian actions

Provide alternative in-group belonging

People need community; offer belonging without
submission

Key Recommendations

1. Recognize the 70%: Focus energy on the persuadable majority, not the

authoritarian 20-30%

2. Use values-based messaging: Appeal to shared principles (integrity, unity,
constitutional governance) rather than partisan positions

3. Build trust through relationships: Facts matter most when delivered by trusted

community members

4. Create "de-hijacking" opportunities: Foster self-mastery, critical thinking, and
diverse experiences that build resilience against manipulation

5. Avoid triggering threat perception: Frame solutions as protective and unifying,

not attacking or divisive

6. Model the alternative: Demonstrate that principled leadership doesn't require

authoritarian submission

Conclusion

Authoritarian support is not primarily about lack of information or intelligence—it's a
complex interplay of cognitive vulnerabilities, emotional needs, and social reinforcement. The
20-30% who score high on RWA scales are activated by perceived threats (economic
insecurity, cultural change, status anxiety) and sustained by psychological mechanisms that
create imperviousness to contrary evidence.

For CIVIC, success lies not in converting committed authoritarians but in protecting and
mobilizing the Courageous Center—those who value integrity, unity, and democratic
principles but may feel uncertain or disengaged. By understanding these psychological
dynamics, CIVIC can develop messaging and strategies that resonate with shared values while
avoiding the triggers that entrench authoritarian thinking.

Bottom Line: They follow because fear + compartmentalized thinking + in-group loyalty
make lies feel like "truth from authority." Facts alone rarely penetrate—but relationships,
values, and personal crisis can create openings for change.
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