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Animals eat one another without qualm; civilized men consume one another by due process of law.

—Will and Ariel Durant, The Lessons of History, 1968

A nation's sinew begins to tear. Triumph in one group is met with fear and bewilderment in another. Old prejudices are reanimated; new ones are invented. The masses succumb to irrational forces, prodded to frenzy by politicians and the media. The nation is poised to devour itself.

The controversial election of Donald Trump as the forty-fifth US president polarized the United States more than any other time in its contemporary history. To those watching, it seemed remarkable, and yet the partisan division was a familiar enough scenario, even in the “United” States. The 1960s saw police and the right wing clash violently with the leftist counterculture and with the civil rights and anti–Vietnam War movements. In the 1950s, McCarthyism drove the nation into repression, fearmongering, and political paranoia. Panic over Communism destroyed countless Americans’ careers, or saw them wrongly imprisoned for treason. A century before, the American Civil War drenched the nation's soil with the blood of over 600,000 people, greatly as a result of disagreement over slavery; even in the twenty-first century, bloody clashes between the Left and Right have erupted over the place of Confederate monuments in America. All of these schisms have been grounded in partisan psychology. Such Left-Right divisions are old, seen all over the world, and, in some form or another, certain to continue.

But why are these periods of conflict so common across nations and history? To truly understand the turmoils of today we must look somewhere most of us are unaccustomed to looking—our primordial past. Our current political struggles are ancient, rooted in a time before we even had nations, and indeed before we were fully human. What I will show you in this book is that the difficulties we face forming cohesive societies in the modern era reflect psychological adaptations with a simple, ancient purpose—keeping our ancestors alive in savagely dangerous environments. All too often these adaptations are at odds with the environments in which we currently live. This mismatch between the ancient and the modern is at the core of what divides us along political lines. While we will excavate far below the landscapes of our political parties in search of answers, political partisanship will remain a key framework because when nations turn against themselves, a reliable fracture opens between the political Left and Right.

To begin to understand this fracture, let's turn to an unlikely source for psychological insight: media pundits. American political commentator and talk show host Chris Matthews once described Republicans as the “Daddy Party” and Democrats as the “Mommy Party.” Writes Matthews,

Republicans protect us with strong national defense; Democrats nourish us with Social Security and Medicare. Republicans worry about our business affairs; Democrats look after our health, nutrition and welfare. Republicans control the White House; Democrats provide a warm, caring presence on Capitol Hill…it's the traditional American family. “Daddy” locks the door at night and brings home the bacon. “Mommy” worries when the kids are sick and makes sure each one gets treated fairly. This partition of authority and duty may seem an anachronism from the Leave It to Beaver era, but it's an apt model for today's political household.1

Similarly, in a play on John Gray's best seller on the differences between men and women, Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus, the meme Republicans Are from Mars, Democrats Are from Venus has recently echoed across the popular press.2 Hardline conservative commentator Ann Coulter even boasted on Fox news, “I am more of a man than any liberal.”3 As it happens, these observations are far more empirically accurate than we might have imagined.

Naturally not all men are conservatives, and not all women are liberal. In fact, research suggests a link between partisanship and gendered psychology.4 The term gender often describes masculine or feminine traits that may be expressed independent of sex and very often honed in their expression by culture. But even though gender can exist independently of biological sex, as we will learn throughout this book it is not independent of biology. Neither is politics.

To help us safely foray into this treacherous crossroads of gender, sex, and politics (as we move forward, religion will also cross this path), let us proceed with the understanding that in the grand scheme of human psychology, men and women, and liberals and conservatives, exhibit far more similarities than differences across innumerable psychological indices—daddies also worry when the children are sick, and mommies too bring home the bacon. Nevertheless, we venture into the slivers of difference, for those slim terrains abound with explanatory information about our evolved political psychology. The old adage that one should never discuss sex, politics, or religion in polite company would suggest that hazarding there could be fraught. Given the outlandishly controversial status of evolution, in America anyway, this topic may have a similar impact. But even a casual read of the history of political division reveals that the consequences of not understanding are far worse than the discomfort of knowing.

This book is about how Stone Age mating gave rise to our political orientations. More specifically, it is about how evolution programmed our minds with mating strategies to help us reproduce amid a fierce field of competition, how men and women employ different strategies to achieve reproductive fitness (i.e., representation in the gene pool), and how political partisanship arises from these sex-based approaches to perpetuating our genes. More precisely, I explain how all the hallmarks of political conservatism—its tribalistic flavor (us versus them), its emphasis on female sexual control, and its hawkish and territorial nature—are rooted in male mate competition, the ageless biological struggle for reproductive dominance. Far exceeding the scope of any government sex scandal, male competition for women turns out to be the core driving force behind contentious political issues as wide-ranging as affirmative action, social welfare, gender equality, contraception, abortion, taxes, criminal law, and foreign policy. Even the winner-take-all mentality of conservative economic policy is based on male competition for mates.

War, by necessity, is a critical focus of this book because it is rooted in team-based male-mate competition, and because our evolutionary forensics finds its crimson fingerprints all over our gendered political orientations. The risk of being annihilated by the outside tribe—and the potential gains of taking over the rival tribe's territory, resources, and women—forged the coalitionary psychology of men. Here I will show you how the militaristic logic embedded in that psychology maps squarely onto all the hallmark values of political conservatism. It is from the context of violent male mate competition, and its most heightened expression, war, that we are able to most fully understand the masculine tenor of conservative political psychology, along with the set of complex emotional responses that are roused in the conservative clash with the Left.

What I also reveal is that the roots of liberalism, too, are far older than we imagined, having arisen from the timeless effort to rein in dominant males and to prevent them from monopolizing resources and impinging on the evolutionary fitness of those with less power. More fundamentally, liberalism is based on the prodigious human task of rearing offspring, a critical survival enterprise championed by women, and provisioned by the “Mommy” parties of the world. We will review, among many other evolutionary dynamics, striking evidence suggesting that male competition has impelled some women to adopt conservative ideals as a means of competing with other females, making alliances with dominant men, and producing sons who are themselves strong male competitors.

And so the political insights offered by the commentators quoted above begin to acquire novel explanatory power when seen through the lens of evolutionary psychology, a field that rests on the understanding that we humans have spent 99 percent of our history in small bands of hunter-gatherers, living in environments very different from those in which we currently reside. Survival in those environments was harsh, with perpetual threats from predators, starvation, disease, and violence from outside tribes. These are the environments in which our political predispositions evolved. And because our current circumstances comprise only a blink of an eye in our evolutionary history, we retain psychological adaptations for that ancestral world. What this ultimately means is that the dark-suited men who represent us in government wield the power to steer the global economy, shift the parameters of human liberty, or unleash the devastating machinery of war, and they do so using Stone Age brains. This basic fact of human psychology is equally true for the women increasingly moving into positions of political power, and for the masses of people who elect our leaders.

But critically, having a Stone Age brain in the modern era poses certain challenges. Even though the risk of being massacred by neighboring tribes has drastically diminished since our perilous days as hunter-gatherers, our minds remain calibrated for ancestral environments that roiled with intertribal bloodshed. And as we grow into a vast, interconnected community of nations, bound by a global economy, our capacity to rain destruction on our neighbors grows commensurately. And so today we maneuver our way through precarious foreign and domestic policy arenas under the influence of these ancient and often volatile calibrations. But through evolutionary science we have an opportunity to better understand the primal workings of our evolved minds and to better transcend our most destructive political urges.


THE EVOLUTIONARY MODEL: WHY, HOW, AND CAVEATS

Disentangling the ravel of human politics may seem a daunting task. Today the political machine spans a vast, interconnected community of hundreds of nations around the globe, controlling billions of individual human beings. Adding vertiginous complexity to an unfathomable scope, politics are conducted with a stunning degree of bureaucratic intricacy, veined with deception, confounded by continuously shifting alliances, obscured by the conflicting commentary of partisan analysts, and steered by behind-the-scenes maneuvering of wealthy political stakeholders. This political machine is a colossal, dimensioned, dynamic web of human interaction that is often difficult to comprehend.

But evolutionary science is in the business of distilling complex processes down to their most basic elements. It does so by illuminating the ultimate reasons for everything that we love, abhor, think, and do, including the political policies we support, whether we are liberal or conservative, or whether we are inspired or repelled by the words of a president.

Understanding evolutionary science, though, requires an unflinching gaze in the mirror. Often revelations we find in evolutionary approaches can be surprising and, for some, a bit unnerving. There are those who worry that in accepting our evolutionary psychology we somehow concede freedom to our genes. However, there are endless examples of how we are able to reject the hand that nature dealt us. Eyeglasses, automobiles, computers, vaccines all reflect our ability to transcend our genetic limitations—here in vision, speed, endurance, mental computation, and resistance to disease—and the list goes on and on, from the simplest household items to entire fields such as medicine. And certainly, without an understanding of our evolved psychological impulses, we are more, not less, likely to enact them without consideration.

Using evolutionary psychology to understand human behavior can also require navigating tricky cognitive and emotional terrain, in particular avoiding common logical fallacies. One common pitfall is known as the moralistic fallacy, which occurs when we assume that undesirable qualities of nature simply cannot be true. Linguist and cognitive scientist Steven Pinker offers an illustrative description of how this fallacy emerges:

The moralistic fallacy is that what is good is found in nature. It lies behind the bad science in nature-documentary voiceovers: lions are mercy-killers of the weak and sick, mice feel no pain when cats eat them, dung beetles recycle dung to benefit the ecosystem and so on. It also lies behind the romantic belief that humans cannot harbor desires to kill, rape, lie, or steal because that would be too depressing or reactionary.5

Political liberals may be more likely to commit the moralistic fallacy, which may sound like the following: gender equality is desirable—therefore any psychological differences observed between men and women must be a priori false; war is morally wrong—therefore we cannot have instincts for it. This fallacy is partly what makes conservatives dismiss liberals as ignorant or naïve about the way the world really is.

But the inverse of the moralistic fallacy, the naturalistic fallacy, assumes that what is natural must be moral or desired, and it is equally to be avoided. Writes Pinker,

The naturalistic fallacy is the idea that what is found in nature is good. It was the basis for social Darwinism, the belief that helping the poor and sick would get in the way of evolution, which depends on the survival of the fittest. Today, biologists denounce the naturalistic fallacy because they want to describe the natural world honestly, without people deriving morals about how we ought to behave (as in: If birds and beasts engage in adultery, infanticide, cannibalism, it must be OK).6

As you may have guessed, political conservatives are more likely to commit this kind of fallacy. Examples may sound something like the following: men are naturally physically stronger than women, therefore women should be subordinate to men; warfare is instinctive, therefore it is acceptable. This fallacy is partly what makes liberals see conservatives as coldhearted and cynical. There are evolutionary reasons for adopting one or the other of these fallacies, as I will later explain. But for the time being, the goal is to avoid either of them.

The other challenge is in seeing psychological impulses that are usually hidden from conscious awareness—for example, becoming aware of the powerful drive to reproduce our genes, which we normally take for granted as simply the desire for a sexy partner, or love for our children. Eminent evolutionary psychologists Leda Cosmides and John Tooby refer to this phenomenon as instinct blindness.7 We are often blind to our evolved predispositions, which are so ancient that they work seamlessly in the background while directly affecting our foreground behaviors and ideologies. The evolved reasons for our political behavior can be counted among those difficult-to-see processes. We can observe examples of political instinct blindness in media interviews where voters holding fervent party, leadership, or policy stances are stutteringly unable to articulate reasons for their strongly held positions when queried. This reflects more than just deficits in political literacy; it also reflects politics’ deep channels into primitive emotion centers of the brain that operate below the level of conscious awareness.

In order to overcome instinct blindness, American psychologist William James suggested in 1890 that we must make “the natural seem strange.”8 In other words, we must strive to achieve reflexive distance from processes so natural that they're usually taken for granted. Others have suggested we take the perspective of an imagined Martian anthropologist studying humankind, with no preconceived notions of how human beings should think or act. These are great suggestions. Empirical research is another means to overcome instinct blindness because it can isolate in the psychology lab what may be difficult to see in the flow of everyday living. Because political views are so prone to bias, with political bias often being a form of instinct blindness, using the objective lens of science to understand our political selves is even more crucial. In examining the evolutionary psychology of human politics, we will therefore draw heavily on scientific research and also examine parallels between political behaviors among humans and other species, which can help to illuminate evolutionary processes that are difficult to see in ourselves.

But don't our politics simply reflect the values we're taught as children or the political ideas we were exposed to? Aren't they a matter of where we grew up or where we live? Most people tend to think of their political views as carefully considered choices they have made—perhaps reflecting the influence of particular experiences or people in their lives. There is no question that parents serve as important filters of information to their children and that they impart (or try to) their moral, religious, or political perspectives. Equally, there's no question that our cultural surroundings profoundly influence how we think, what we teach our children, and how we publicly express our political views.

Yet the picture is not as simple as we once thought. An increasingly large body of research is finding a genetic component to our political natures. Twin studies are one such branch of study. Identical twins, who share nearly 100 percent of their genes, show high concordance in their political orientations and more concordance than nonidentical twins, who share only half their genes.9 Even more revealing, however, are studies of twins reared apart. Research has found that monozygotic (identical) twins reared apart have virtually the same likelihood of sharing a political orientation as those reared together.10 In other words, the influence of upbringing doesn't seem to matter among identical twins—genetically similar individuals hold remarkably similar political views despite having grown up in different households and despite not being influenced by one another growing up. When political orientations of nonidentical twins reared apart are examined, concordance drops off dramatically.11 Overall, meta-analytic research suggests that 30–60 percent of the variance in our political preference is due to genetic factors.12

This in no way means that we are genetically programmed political automatons. Simply put, our ability to adapt to environmental circumstances would seem to underlie at least 40 percent of the variance in how we normally behave politically. This adaptability is what makes human political psychology so complex; it's also what allows the possibility of modifying our political stances when they no longer serve us.

Moreover, political parties themselves can and do shift over time. For example, before the 1980s, the Democratic and Republican parties in the United States were less ideologically polarized than they are today, which means that not only did the parties share certain characteristics but also that there was greater within-party variation—i.e., a wider liberal-conservative spectrum within both parties. Several historical factors have been identified that have been pulling the parties apart, for example, the rise of ideologically driven media interests (like Fox News) and conservative talk radio networks in the 1980s and 1990s, and the rise of coalitions between economic conservatives and religious fundamentalists in the 1970s.13 Also influential was the civil rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which spurred mass defection of white Southern Democrats to the Republican Party.

And so in our efforts to understand the psychology of political orientation, we should not place excessive weight on party affiliation—political parties are subject to shifting and realignment. However, parties fall along a Left-Right continuum that is itself exceptionally stable; the ability to identify oneself on the Left-Right dimension has been reliably demonstrated across nearly every human society. As one example, the World Values Survey Association (WVSA), which is run by an international team of scientists and scholars, collects a mammoth amount of survey data on values and beliefs across the globe. Between 1981 and 2008 the WVSA asked over 250,000 people from ninety-seven countries to identify themselves along the Left-Right political spectrum with a question: “In political matters, people talk of the ‘left’ and the ‘right.’ How would you place your views on this [ten-point] scale, generally speaking?”14 Across this ethnically, geographically, religious, technologically, and politically diverse sample, nearly 80 percent were able to place themselves along this dimension. When graphed, the results of this enormous survey show that endorsement of Left-Right political orientation forms a natural curve.

Like other variables of the natural world, the universality of the Left-Right dimension and the fact that orientation falls along a natural curve suggest that survival adaptations are at the core of our political leanings. If we look for these adaptations, as we will throughout this book, we discover the bones of our ancestors undergirding the modern body politic. In order to understand these adaptations, a deep dive into the biology of being liberal or conservative is in order.
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HOW NATURE SHAPES PSYCHOLOGY

Every year something spectacular happens on the Serengeti, something that exemplifies the eternal and binding relationship between life on Earth and the natural environment. Following the nutrient-rich grasses brought to life by rolling, tidal rains, 1.5 million wildebeest—with countless zebra, impala, eland, and antelope in tow—sweep across the African plain to form the largest movement of land mammals on the planet. The unfathomable herd of horned, hooved, snorting, bleating wildebeest marches across the savanna like an unstoppable army, driven by an invisible, unswayable, instinctive force. Until they come to a river. For good reason, the onslaught halts here. Floating in wait beneath the muddy brown flow are one-thousand-pound crocodiles—green, coldblooded terror machines carried over from the age of dinosaurs, with spiked teeth, and jaws capable of 3,500-pounds-per-square-inch force (about the weight of a Volkswagen bug).

Understandably the wildebeest stop here, peer over the edge, snort, stamp in place, look nervously at one another, and then stare back into the muddy river. One can almost imagine one saying to another, “Well, I'm not going first; you go first…. No, I'm not going; you go,” and so on. Turning back is not an option—those grasses have already been eaten, or ground to dust under the hooves of the swarming millions. On the other side are stretching plains of fresh, green, lush grasses, so necessary for life. The clogging continues until finally something remarkable happens, as it has for many millions of years. Amid the indecision, one among them seems to make up its mind and say to itself, “Screw it, I'm going.” Several others follow, leaving a line of hesitators on the bank, waiting to see what happens next.

An important point that I wish to emphasize here is that the decision to surge ahead through that dangerous river is not completely random. The ones that go first tend, on average, to have an inborn predilection for taking the first step. This trait, which as shorthand we can call risk-taking, has its benefits. Those who make it across will have less competition for the lushest, most nutrient-rich grasses, as well as the freshest drinking water. However, you know what happens next. Submarined green monsters zero in, clamp down, and drag the intrepid gnus under, where they are drowned, twisted apart, and consumed.

Yet, some of these bold river-crossers make it to the other side and feast first on the greenest grasses and drink the freshest water. It's not hard to understand how this would have its survival advantages. Those born with traits coded for risk-taking probably reap the benefits for survival and reproduction as often as not in other ways besides access to the choicest greens. But why then aren't all gnus risk-takers? Because these same traits coding for risk-taking also land some wildebeest in the stomachs of crocodiles.

Back on the other end of the herd, queuing last in the rush across, are the lingerers. These wildebeest are less often food for crocodiles, but they also don't enjoy the freshest, most nutritious grasses, or any of the other perks of being spunky, and this is why all wildebeest aren't lingerers—because on average these gnus are likely to have poorer nutrition and in lean times may die of hunger or thirst more often than those at the spearhead. Notably, most of the wildebeest herd is somewhere in the middle.

What I hope to explain with this picture is how the environment shapes psychological traits and how those traits fall along what is known as the bell (or, natural) curve—in this case the most intrepid and the most hesitant wildebeest making up the tails of the curve. Now, population genetics among the wildebeest are obviously far more complex than what I have just described, and this explanation is more illustrative than scientific. However, there is a growing body of science to show that humans, like other creatures of the natural world, share similar basic predispositions to approach or avoid. It is not possible to fully understand human politics without understanding the ancient dangers of the natural world that shaped these modern-day inclinations. Before we explore what those dangers were for humans, we will first come to understand their outcome—our personality traits.

OPENNESS TO EXPERIENCE

Human personality traits represent distinctive patterns of thought, emotion, and behavior that characterize each individual's adaptation to life circumstances. Personalities are detectable in early childhood and to a certain degree remain stable across one's life span. They are also heritable—estimates based on twin research indicate that 40–60 percent of the variance in personality styles can be attributed to genetic inheritance.1

Social scientists have developed various models for understanding human personality, the most widely researched of which is known as the “Big Five.” These dimensions include openness to experience, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (or OCEAN). Cross-cultural research has consistently found evidence of the Big Five dimensions around the globe—one study, for example, found the Big Five in fifty societies and across six continents worldwide.2 The ubiquity of these findings strongly suggests that the Big Five patterns of interfacing with the world are genetically based universals. Not surprising, then, personality dimensions tend to fall along the natural curve. This means that there is a great deal of variation within societies (and similar curves across societies). While we will explore other personality dimensions throughout this book, openness to experience merits some special attention here.


If there were a human analogue to our first river-crossing wildebeest, it would probably be people high on openness to experience. This personality construct includes a general appreciation for novelty and adventure, things like world travel, trying new foods, listening to different kinds of music. Those with high “openness” are also described as abstract thinkers, creative, curious, imaginative, independent, and as being more sensitive to emotions. While the Big Five factors are generally considered distinct, there is a moderately high correlation between openness to experience and another dimension in the model, extroversion—the tendency to be talkative, to be assertive, to seek social interaction, and to have high social ability.3 Openness is also related to sensation-seeking, or a drive to experience sensations that are “varied, novel, complex and intense,” and by the readiness to “take physical, social, legal, and financial risks for the sake of such experiences.”4 While risk-taking is not a central feature of openness, the construct does correlate with measures assessing risk-taking tendencies.5

Those scoring low on openness, on the other hand, are described as being closed to experience. Closed individuals tend to choose routine over new experiences, prefer predictability, and tend to be more traditional in their thinking. Think of the person who would rather stay at home, watching his or her favorite shows over the weekend, or dine at the same café that he or she always does, versus someone who would rather try a new ethnic food restaurant, or even kayak the Grand Canyon. If we could test the personalities of the wildebeest lingerers, they would probably score low on openness to experience.

As it turns out, human personality traits, in particular openness to experience, reliably correlate with political orientation. In one revealing longitudinal study, researchers started by conducting personality assessments on nursery school children.6 Some children were described with adjectives such as “initializing,” “impulsive,” “curious,” “talkative,” “confident,” “openness in expressing negative feelings,” and “autonomous,” among other descriptors. Other children were described as “anxious when confronted by uncertainties,” “distrustful of others,” “indecisive and vacillating,” “ruminative,” “self-unrevealing,” “shy,” “fearful,” “neat,” “compliant,” and “adult-seeking.” Before we get hung up on how negative the adjectives describing the latter group of children sound, consider that, as in the case of the wildebeest lingerers, these personality traits arise directly from their survival utility. In any case, the traits described in these preschoolers were observable long before they developed what we could call political identities.

Twenty years later, these same individuals were rated on their political orientation. The ratings were fairly thorough—they included self-identification on a liberal-conservative continuum, political participation, along with a variety of psychometric instruments measuring agreement on attitudes about things like socialized medicine, racial and gender equality, affirmative action, welfare, and military spending.

What the researchers found was that preschoolers who were rated as curious, impulsive, talkative, and so on reliably grew up to be liberals, whereas those who were described as shy, distrustful of others, compliant, and adult-seeking grew up to be conservatives. The ability of childhood personality traits to predict politics across such an impressive time span shows that genetic predispositions can influence our political orientations. Indeed, a large volume of research has found that openness is associated with tendencies like self-identifying as liberal,7 voting liberal, and supporting liberal policies.8

One large study of over twelve thousand Americans examined the Big Five personality traits as predictors of core political values, such as economic attitudes (e.g., increasing taxes on the wealthy, government involvement in healthcare), social attitudes (e.g., on abortion and supporting civil unions), as well as on self-reported ideology (a five-point scale ranging from very liberal to very conservative).9 The authors found that higher openness was associated with greater liberalism across all three of these means of measuring orientation. The authors explain that “political issues and ideological labels are ‘stimuli’ to which the Big Five traits shape responses,” and “it follows that this attraction to novelty and tolerance for complexity encourage not only overall liberalism, but also support for liberal social and economic policies, which typically involve new programs or interventions that overturn existing practices.” Crucially, this personality dimension reflects openness not only to things like new policies or programs but also to other people.

Consider another study in which researchers rated how liberals and conservatives interacted with confederates (researchers posing as non-researchers).10 The researchers found that while conservatives tended to be reserved, socially distracted, and withdrawn, liberals smiled more and oriented their seats in the direction of the confederate more. In the same study the researchers examined offices and bedrooms of liberals and conservative for what they called “behavioral residue” of openness. They found that the personal spaces of conservatives were, on average, more likely to have group-oriented paraphernalia like American flags and sports teams memorabilia, which suggests an orientation toward people comprising one's in-group—known people, rather than those in the out-group. Conservatives’ rooms were also neater, better organized, more conventional, and less stylish.

Personal spaces of more liberal subjects were more likely to contain books on travel, travel documents, international maps, cultural memorabilia, CDs that include world music and a wide variety of music, and an overall greater number and variety of books. Their spaces also were rated as more colorful and stylish. Again, a prominent thread in the tapestry of openness is an attraction to new people, new cultures, and traveling to distant lands (where you find new people). The attraction to and interest in outsiders, which we see so strongly among liberals, has been termed xenophilia.

Conversely, a strong current in the literature points to conservatives being more xenophobic, far beyond the shy, mistrustful preschooler or the socially distracted research subject, as I elaborate below. Before we explore this literature, it is worth emphasizing that conservative xenophobia should not be reduced to simple racism, a dislike of an outside people who have different skin, hair, or body features than one's own; it often extends to differences in language, custom, dress, sexual orientation, religion, nationality, political party, or even sports team. And xenophobia also results not only in a dislike of outsiders but also a corresponding preference for in-group members and values. This preference often manifests as a sense of patriotism and loyalty, of which the sports memorabilia and national flags that conservatives collect are small examples.

FEAR OF OUTSIDERS

In 2016, Donald Trump won the American presidency on the Republican ticket in part by stirring up a wave of racial tension and riding the rising swell into the seat of the most powerful man on Earth. One promise that he made to his followers was to build a massive wall to keep Mexican immigrants on the other side of the US-Mexico border. He stoked fear in a huge swath of the American electorate by claiming that Mexican immigrants are “bringing drugs. They're bringing crime. They're rapists.”11 He railed against federal judge Gonzalo Curiel, who oversaw a lawsuit against Trump University, calling him Mexican (he's from Indiana) and suggesting Curiel could not be impartial, because his Mexican ancestry tainted him to Trump's own xenophobic rhetoric about Mexicans.12 Trump said that the United States should impose a “total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United States”13 and suggested that Muslim Americans be entered into a national registry, like the Jews of Hitler's Germany.14

If Trump's rhetoric was an act put on to win the election, he certainly had completed a decades-long character study. John R. O'Donnell, former Trump Plaza Hotel and Casino president, wrote in his 1991 book Trumped that Trump said, “Laziness is a trait in blacks. It really is, I believe that…. It's not something they can control,” and “Black guys counting my money! I hate it.”15 Nor has Trump taken trouble to distance himself from such remarks. In a 1997 interview for Playboy magazine, Trump said of O'Donnell's remarks, “The stuff O'Donnell wrote about me is probably true.”16

But equally noteworthy as Trump's rhetoric was the insurgent xenophobia and bigotry that subsequently echoed across the United States. Not only did Trump's blatant racism earn him the eager endorsement of the Ku Klux Klan and neo-Nazi groups, but it also set off a wave of hate-related propaganda. “Heil Trump,” “Trump Nation: Whites Only,” and Trump's campaign slogan “Make America Great Again” with the modification “Make America White Again” were spray-painted along with swastikas on buildings, walls, and black churches all across the country.17 Emboldened by Trump's rise, physical attacks on Muslims and other ethnic minority groups surged, as did outbreaks of racial harassment that seemed to drag the United States back to the pre–civil rights 1960s.

The anti-out-group firestorm Trump created, along with his brash, strongman persona, did not go unnoticed by world leaders, particularly those in Europe, whose homelands bear the not too distant memory of charismatic Fascist leaders who exterminated millions of souls during World War II, using similar rhetoric. Former British prime minister David Cameron labeled Trump's discourse as “divisive, stupid, and wrong.”18 French prime minister Manuel Valls said, “Mr. Trump, like others, stokes hatred.” German foreign minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier called Trump a “preacher of hate.” Italian parliament member Sandro Gozi said, “Trump solutions for me are false solutions, but they're not original. They're things that we have heard in Europe from extremist sections.” Mexican president Enrique Peña Nieto made a more direct comparison when he placed Trump's propaganda in context, saying, “In the past, some leaders address their societies in those terms,” and “Hitler and Mussolini did that and the outcome, it's clear to everyone.”19

By speaking openly and negatively against groups perceived as outsiders by his core base of conservative white Republicans, Trump was able to win their vote and ultimately the 2016 US presidential election. This momentous political event illustrates a highly consistent empirical finding—namely that conservative political ideology predicts prejudice against the outside group. As an example, there are a multitude of studies examining racial stereotypes of African Americans in the United States, asking questions like whether blacks are intelligent or unintelligent, or more or less prone to violence. In study after study, conservatives report more negative attitudes and racial stereotypes than liberals.20

As we might expect, if our political stances were based on our shared, evolved psychology as humans, such correlations are found in other countries, with different out-group targets. As one example, researchers found that conservatives in Spain hold more anti-Arab prejudice than liberals.21 A much larger study, called the Eurobarometer survey, assessed predictors of out-group prejudice in four thousand respondents across four European countries: the French were asked about North Africans, Vietnamese, and Cambodians; the Dutch about Surinamers and Turks; the Brits about West Indians, Indians, and Pakistani; and the Germans (West Germany at the time) were asked about Turks. Among a large number of predictors political conservatism was the major predictor of out-group prejudice.22

For some readers, this connection between conservatism and suspicion of outsiders, or liberalism and attraction to outsiders, may seem intuitive. What may not be as intuitive is the reason for these connections. As it turns out, the pressures of deadly infectious and genetic diseases in our ancestral history drove both liberal and conservative psychologies and, as a means to survive those diseases, distinctive liberal and conservative mating strategies.

INBREEDING AND OUTBREEDING

Xenophobia and xenophilia among humans may be related to inbreeding and outbreeding. Much of what I share on this specific topic comes from evolutionary anthropologist Avi Tuschman's book Our Political Nature.23 Here Tuschman operationalizes inbreeding as “when kin mate with one another more than would be expected by chance” and outbreeding as “mating between individuals that have a greater genetic distance between them than one would expect at random, given the size of the population.” For humans, outbreeding could mean mating with members of a different tribe or race, or, even at one time in our distant past, mating with Neanderthals; recent genetic research has revealed that most non-Africans have up to 4 percent Neanderthal genes,24 which means when our modern human ancestors left Africa and found Neanderthals living in Europe, they mated with these fairly distant hominids.

The Benefits of Outbreeding

Outbreeding can help avert what biologists call inbreeding depression. Too much inbreeding increases risk of genetic disorders while also causing other problems, such as birth defects and higher infant mortality rates related to congenital diseases.25 Cystic fibrosis—a disorder that mostly damages the lungs but also the kidneys, liver, pancreas, and intestines—is one condition that can arise from inbreeding and one that for most of our species’ history killed young children before they reached reproductive maturity. Like other genetic diseases, this condition occurs when two copies of a problematic, recessive gene are transmitted to offspring.

Given the disastrous consequences of cystic fibrosis, why hasn't natural selection weeded out this gene eons ago? As Tuschman points out, this gene has positive as well as negative potential outcomes, as is the case for other often fatal genetic conditions like sickle cell anemia, which, in addition to causing health problems, provides resistance to malaria. Likewise, having one recessive copy of the cystic fibrosis allele is thought to help us resist a host of deadly diseases, such as cholera, typhoid, tuberculosis, and diarrhea.26 Thus a degree of outbreeding can reduce the risk of offspring with two copies of the allele.

Inbreeding can also create overspecialization for a certain environment, making populations more vulnerable during periods of environmental change. Weather can produce drastic environmental change, such as ice ages, periods of global warming, drought, or flooding, all of which can impact the availability of critical resources like water or edible plant life. Imagine the fate of an animal that is highly specialized to eat a certain fruit should weather eradicate that species of fruit tree. Similar risk can come from things like blights or pests, which often target specific plant species. The right amount of outbreeding, then, brings the genetic diversity needed to roll with the punches of environmental change.

Much of the environmental change in the lives of early humans came from migrations. Having first emerged in Africa, humans have migrated across the whole planet and continue to do so today. But migration for our early human ancestors was a far more dangerous affair than simply boarding an airplane, train, or bus. Migrations often brought violent conflict with outside groups, moving through dangerous environments like deserts or jungles, and encounters with predators, severe weather, famine, or disease, all of which culled populations and created bottlenecks where the genetic diversity of populations became constrained. Notably, bottlenecks often reduce genetic resistance to infectious disease.27 However, mating with local populations, who had had many generations to adapt to their environment, including time to develop resistance to local pathogens, would have produced better adapted offspring and restored needed genetic diversity to a population.

In making this point, Tuschman cites genetic research that has uncovered some fascinating facts about a family of genes related to the human immune system, called human leucocyte antigens (HLAs). HLAs play a key role in helping the body to determine self from nonself, allowing it to identify harmful invaders, an essential survival task in the world of microorganisms. Recent genetic research has found that a high percentage of variations in one kind of HLA in modern humans came from outbreeding with Neanderthals and Denisovians, another extinct early human who ranged from Siberia to Southeast Asia, as we migrated from Africa into Europe and Asia.28 Here we can see how inbreeding depression can be a selective pressure shaping xenophilia, the draw toward other people that allows us to outbreed.

Much of what makes people xenophilic, open to experience, and liberal, then
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