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Abstract 

Politics is the process of negotiating resources, both in the here-and-now and in the future, by 

establishing rules about resource allocation. Previous work has argued that adaptations for 

politics include capacities for political judgment (including senses of self-interest, others’ 

interests, and the dynamics of collective opinion) and political behavior (including 

adaptations for persuasion, informational vigilance, acquiring status, and coalitional rivalry). 

Here, we review the key role played by emotions for both political judgment and behavior. 

First, we detail how emotions that specifically evolved for negotiation (e.g., anger and envy) 

influence political judgment and behavior. Second, we review how a number of emotions that 

were not designed for negotiation also influence political judgment and behavior. 

Specifically, we review work on the relation between disgust and political attitudes for 

illustration. Overall, we argue for the view that emotions are inherent to politics. Politics—

including persuasion, ideology, social coordination, and the pursuit of long-term political 

goals—cannot be disentangled from emotions. Hence, the classical opposition between 

emotion and rationality in politics is misleading. 

Keywords: emotions, politics, goals, negotiation, political behavior 
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Emotions in Politics 

Emotions are likely to subvert our reasoning and decision-making. At least, that is the 

classic view on the matter in the Western history of ideas (e.g., Keltner & Lerner, 2010). If 

emotions subvert our ability to deliberate and make good decisions, then emotions would be 

detrimental to democratic politics, and it would be desirable to reduce the influence of 

emotions on political judgment and behavior. However, an analysis of what emotions and 

politics are, and recent empirical work on these topics, points to at least three reasons for 

optimism. First, concerns that easily manipulated emotions will subvert rational politics 

might be exaggerated, because people are also equipped with evolved defenses against 

emotion-based persuasion. Second, worries that increased threats (and the associated 

experience of negative emotions) result in shifts towards social conservatism might be based 

on a mistaken view of the relation between negative emotions and problem-solving abilities. 

Third, concerns that emotions push politics toward solving short-term rather than long-term 

problems might be unwarranted, because emotions might play a role in the pursuit of long-

term goals. 

1. Politics is negotiating about entitlement 

Politics is the process of negotiating about resources, both in the here-and-now and in 

the future, by establishing rules about resource allocation: Who gets what, when, and how 

(Lasswell, 1950). In other words, political behavior involves creating or revising shared 

expectations about entitlement. Politics is the manifestation of psychological adaptations 

designed to solve the conflict and coordination problems that emerge from group living. 

Work in political psychology (e.g., Jost & Sidanius, 2004) and especially evolutionary 

political psychology (Petersen, 2016) provides a starting point for thinking about the 

psychological mechanisms involved in politics. Evolutionary political psychology is the 
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study of human politics by applying the theoretical toolkit offered by evolutionary 

psychology (Tooby & Cosmides, 2015). 

Evolutionary political psychology can be summarized with four principles (for details 

see Petersen, 2016): (1) The psychological mechanisms that humans evolved for politics (our 

evolved political psychology) were crafted by natural selection to operate adaptively in small-

scale societies. Mass societies have emerged too recently to have shaped our evolved political 

psychology. (2) Evolved political psychology provides an underlying default structure for 

mass politics. That is, our evolved psychology provides default intuitions and preferences. 

Political arrangements that fit with these intuitions are likely to be perceived as appealing or 

compelling, which predicts that across societies political institutions will have particular 

features and to be oriented towards solving similar problems (Boyer & Petersen, 2012). (3) 

Politics is an arms race about information, and our evolved political psychology was shaped 

by the co-evolution of strategies and counter-strategies to manipulate information. Because 

politics is about shared expectations about entitlement, selection pressures favored both 

offensive strategies that sought to decrease the sense of entitlement in the minds of others and 

defensive counter-strategies to resist such manipulation. (4) In mass societies, our evolved 

political psychology often responds to events and groups without direct experience, but on 

the basis of information provided by others (e.g., rumors, gossip, news) and mental 

simulations (i.e., imagination and other forms of forecasting; Petersen & Aarøe, 2013). 

The offensive strategies and defensive counter-strategies described above must 

include adaptations for political judgment and political behavior (Petersen, 2016). 

Adaptations for political judgment involve abilities to evaluate rules about resource 

distributions. Without abilities to make such evaluations, individuals would not be able to 

strive for increased entitlement, or to further their own political interests. These adaptations 

for political judgment include a sense of self-interest, a sense of the interests of close others, 
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and a sense of the distribution of interests within the greater collective (i.e., some form of 

public opinion assessment). These senses are designed to answer three questions, 

respectively: How does this rule affect me? How does this rule affect others who are valuable 

to me? How do others evaluate this rule? A key assumption is that the psychological 

mechanisms that make these judgments use decision rules that were fitness-enhancing under 

ancestral conditions (Tooby & Cosmides, 1990).  

Adaptations for political behavior involve behavioral strategies that seek to target and 

change shared mental models about who is entitled to what. These adaptations include 

capacities for acquiring status, coalitional rivalry, persuasion, and informational vigilance 

(Petersen, 2016). These kinds of activities may involve a variety of emotional experiences, 

such as pride triggered by a gain in status, sadness over a lost election, or anger towards an 

exploitative elite. Indeed, recent work suggests that humans have evolved a suite of emotions 

for negotiating about entitlement, including anger, envy, compassion, pride, and shame (e.g., 

Sell et al., 2017; Sznycer, 2019). While political scientists have long recognized the role of 

emotions in political judgment and behavior (e.g., Marcus, 2000; Valentino et al., 2011), we 

here assess this role from an adaptationist perspective.  

2. Emotions coordinate thinking and action for goal pursuit 

There is no discipline-wide consensus among psychologists about how to define 

emotions—for example, a chapter in the Handbook of Social Psychology (Keltner & Lerner, 

2010) lists eight viable definitions. Most definitions indicate that emotions involve a 

physiological response and orient the person to respond to ongoing events in their 

environment. Theoretical work in evolutionary psychology has proposed and developed a 

precise definition of what emotions are: “superordinate mechanisms that evolved to 

coordinate the activity of other programs in the solution of adaptive problems” (Al-Shawaf et 

al., 2015, p. 173; Cosmides & Tooby, 2000; Tooby & Cosmides, 1990; Tooby & Cosmides, 
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2008). The suite of other mechanisms controlled by emotions is broad and includes 

mechanisms for attention, perception, memory, categorization, learning, energy allocation, 

physiology, and behavior. In other words, the proposal is that “emotions are mechanisms that 

set the brain’s highest-level goals. Once triggered by a propitious moment, an emotion 

triggers a cascade of subgoals and sub-subgoals that we call thinking and acting” (Pinker, 

1997, p. 373). Of course, this definition is a working hypothesis, a conjecture that serves as a 

middle-level theory (Buss, 1995), from which specific and testable hypotheses can be 

derived. 

This superordinate mechanism view of emotions has at least two advantages 

compared to alternative definitions. First, compared to definitions that exclude function (e.g., 

defining emotion as “positive or negative experience that is associated with a particular 

pattern of physiological activity,” Schachter et al., 2020, p. 410), it includes an explanation 

for why emotions influence so many other psychological and physiological processes. 

Approaches that ignore evolved function make it difficult or impossible to explain why 

emotions would have such broad influences. In contrast, the superordinate mechanism view 

explains the broad effects of emotions on other processes in terms of the evolved function of 

emotions. Functional goal-directed behavior requires that there is a high degree of 

coordination between numerous psychological and physiological processes. Solving a 

particular adaptive problem requires a particular kind of coordination between attention, 

memory, physiology, movement, etc. The conjecture is that each emotion evolved to solve 

this coordinating function for a particular adaptive problem (Al-Shawaf et al., 2015; Tooby & 

Cosmides, 1990; 2015).  

Second, the superordinate mechanism view has an advantage when compared to 

definitions that characterize basic emotions as having three features: distinctive universal 

signals (i.e., a communicative signal such as a facial expression), distinctive physiology, and 
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distinct antecedents (Ekman, 1992). While this proposal has inspired much fruitful work on 

emotions, the proposal that emotions with distinct signals are more basic than those without 

distinct signals remains arbitrary. It is not clear what is gained or explained by adding (or 

removing) the label basic, nor is it clear why this must be predicated on whether or not the 

emotion has an associated signal. The superordinate mechanism view suggests that there may 

be emotions—such as envy (Smith & Kim, 2007) and sexual jealousy (Tooby & Cosmides, 

1990)—that evolved to solve crucial adaptive problems, but that lack a distinct facial 

expression, simply because a distinct facial expression did not help solving the adaptive 

problem (Al-Shawaf et al., 2015).  

3. Emotions for negotiation influence political judgment and behavior 

 Given this understanding of emotions, we believe that emotions influence political 

judgment and behavior in at least two ways. As politics involves negotiating rules about 

entitlement, emotions that evolved for negotiating with others are likely to play a key role in 

politics. In addition, the view that emotions are superordinate mechanisms suggests that 

multiple emotions may influence political judgment and behavior, even though these 

emotions have not evolved specifically for negotiating entitlement, but rather because these 

emotions regulate some processes that influence or feed into political judgment or behavior. 

Below we review examples of recent work on both such processes. 

Recent work suggests that humans have evolved a suite of emotions for negotiating 

about entitlement, including anger (Sell et al., 2009), pride (Sznycer, Al-Shawaf, et al., 2017), 

shame (Sznycer et al., 2016), envy, and compassion (Sznycer, Seal, et al., 2017). Each of 

these emotions seems to be a distinct strategy for increasing what one is entitled to in the 

minds of others.  

Anger is the emotion that was selected for resolving conflicts of interest in favor of 

the self by convincing (e.g., persuading or threatening) others to place greater weight on the 
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welfare of the self (Sell et al., 2009; Sell, 2011). The recalibrational theory of anger posits 

that individuals have mental representations of welfare-tradeoff ratios, i.e., the relative weight 

placed on the welfare of others compared to welfare of the self (Tooby et al., 2008; Delton & 

Robertson, 2016). The higher someone’s welfare-tradeoff ratio towards you, the more they 

weigh your welfare in making decisions, and the more likely they are to choose options that 

benefit you. When the ratio equals 1, the other person values your welfare as much as their 

own welfare. When the ratio is 0.5, they value their own welfare twice as much as yours. 

When the ratio is 0.25, they value their own welfare four times as much as yours. This means 

that they might opt for actions that give them a benefit of 1 unit, but cost you nearly 4 units 

(of reproductively relevant resources). If someone reveals such a low welfare-tradeoff ratio 

towards you, you might be motivated to convince them to treat you better. The system that 

activates and executes this attempt to raise their welfare-tradeoff ratio towards you is anger.  

Anger coordinates psychological and physiological programs to implement two 

negotiation strategies: imposing costs on others and withholding benefits from others. In 

some situations, you might be able to impose costs on others, for example when you are 

physically stronger or have lots of allies. In other situations, you might not be able to impose 

costs, and can only withhold benefits (e.g., not engage in cooperative endeavours with the 

other). Both of these strategies are incentives for the other to place greater weight on your 

welfare. Based on these considerations, Sell et al. (2009) hypothesized that increased abilities 

to impose costs (operationalized as physical strength) and withhold benefits (operationalized 

as attractiveness) would relate to greater success in resolving conflicts in one’s favor, feeling 

more entitled, and being angered more easily. The findings showed that among men, physical 

strength predicted anger-proneness, history of fighting, perceived utility of aggression, 

entitlement, and success in conflict, and that attractiveness predicted entitlement and success 
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in conflict. Among women, attractiveness predicted anger-proneness, perceived utility of 

aggression, entitlement, and success in conflict.   

As mentioned above, a key idea in evolutionary political psychology is that people 

make political judgments by using decision rules that were adaptive under ancestral 

conditions. When negotiating under ancestral conditions, physical strength and attractiveness 

were relevant variables because they affected one’s ability to impose costs and confer 

benefits. However, these variables are irrelevant when forming attitudes about modern mass 

politics, such as whether to support the military invasion of another country, or whether a 

nation’s politics should be geared toward more equality or inequality. Hence, from a 

normative perspective, physical strength and attractiveness should not influence judgments 

about modern politics. Yet, in studies conducted by Sell et al. (2009), stronger men and more 

attractive women were also more supportive of war. This illustrates how evolutionary 

approaches predict findings that may seem puzzling but are supported by the data, and that 

cannot be explained by theories of humans as rational actors. The relation between physical 

strength and support for war has now been replicated in samples from Argentina, Denmark, 

and Romania—though not in a sample from Israel (Sell et al., 2017). Recent work suggests 

that this relationship generalizes to support for and participation in intra-state political 

violence (e.g., anti-government protests; Bartusevicius, 2020). The relation between physical 

strength and entitlement also extends to attitudes about inequality: across 12 samples with 

over 6,000 participants, stronger men were more supportive of political and economic 

inequality (Petersen & Laustsen, 2019). 

Anger is not the only emotion that influences political judgments about inequality. 

Modern societies have extensive social welfare policies for reducing inequality and providing 

support for those in need. Compassion and envy are emotions that influence political attitudes 

about redistribution (Sznycer, Seal, et al., 2017; Delton, Petersen, DeScioli, et al., 2018). 
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Under ancestral conditions, humans faced uncertainty about the supply of food. On some 

days, you might not find enough food to feed your family. But someone else may be lucky 

and find more than they can eat on that day. By sharing food, individuals who are lucky pay a 

small cost, but provide a large benefit to those who are unlucky. Individuals who share when 

they are lucky are appreciated and are likely to receive shared food in the future when they 

are unlucky. Based on these and other considerations, it was hypothesized that compassion 

serves as a form of social insurance, and therefore is not only sensitive to absolute needs 

(such as lacking resources or being poor or ill) but is also sensitive to instances of being 

unlucky and of sudden increases in hardship (Delton, Petersen, DeScioli, et al., 2018). A 

series of studies that measured compassion towards people in different situations showed that 

participants felt more compassion both towards individuals who had few resources and 

individuals who had suddenly been unlucky. Crucially, these feelings of compassion 

influenced judgments about social welfare: Individuals who evoked more compassion were 

judged to be more entitled to receive social welfare, a finding replicated in both Denmark and 

the United States (Petersen et al., 2012).  

Inequality is omnipresent. This creates a selection pressure for strategies for 

interacting with those who are better off than oneself. Envy may be a key emotion for this 

adaptive problem. Sznycer, Seal, et al. (2017) hypothesized that envy motivates and 

coordinates strategies for reducing the welfare of individuals who are better off than oneself. 

Envy is different from self-interest, in that self-interest motivates the pursuit of improving 

one’s situation regardless of the resources of others, but envy specifically motivates the 

decrease of relative differences in resources or status. Based on this reasoning, they predicted 

that feelings of envy should relate to support for redistribution, a prediction that was 

supported in samples from the USA, UK, India, and Israel. 
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Evidence is accumulating that pride and shame are key emotions for influencing 

expectations about entitlement, by recalibrating welfare-tradeoff ratios in the minds of others. 

Such emotions are likely highly relevant to political negotiation. In short, the proposal is that 

pride coordinates the pursuit and advertising of socially valued, status-boosting actions 

(Sznycer, Al-Shawaf, et al., 2017; Sznycer et al., 2018a). Shame is its counterpart: it 

motivates the avoidance of status-lowering actions and limits the spread of information that 

may damage one’s status (Sznycer et al., 2016; Szncyer et al., 2018b). Guilt (Sznycer, 2019) 

and gratitude (Smith et al., 2017) may also regulate welfare-tradeoff ratios—perhaps both in 

one’s own mind and in that of others—and appear designed to keep valuable relationships 

alive. While there is much work about the relation between national pride and politics (e.g., 

Solt, 2011; Ray, 2017), how political judgment and behavior are influenced by pride, shame, 

guilt, and gratitude (e.g., Delton, Petersen, & Robertson, 2018), are promising avenues for 

further research. 

4. Emotions as the object of negotiation 

Do other emotions—those not designed for negotiating about entitlement, but for 

other adaptive problems—influence politics? A wealth of evidence suggests that they do. 

These other emotions seem to influence political judgment and behavior in at least two ways. 

One path of influence is direct and involves mental simulation of relevant events. For 

example, when a person is asked whether they favor or oppose a law forbidding sex between 

opposite-sex siblings, they might imagine such an event, feel disgust towards it, and conclude 

that the law aligns with their preferences (the disgust indicates that the self does not want to 

engage in such actions), which increases the likelihood that they will favor the law (cf. Tybur 

et al., 2013). 

The second path builds on the existence of the first path and involves persuasion by 

others. As mentioned above, humans have evolved abilities for persuasion, and one strategy 



Emotions in Politics     11 

 

for persuading others is activating their emotions (e.g., Brader, 2005). The existence of 

emotions in the minds of others has selected for capacities to use emotions in order to 

strategically manipulate others. Fear appeals are a common form of such emotion-based 

persuasion; these are persuasive communications that attempt to arouse fear by “emphasizing 

the potential danger and harm that will befall individuals if they do not adopt the messages’ 

recommendations” (Tannenbaum et al., 2015, p. 1178). Some fear appeals may also aim to 

evoke other emotions than fear. For example, anti-smoking campaigns around the world try 

to discourage people from smoking by printing disgusting images on cigarette packaging.  

However, individuals are not easily manipulated by emotion-based persuasion. As 

mentioned above, adaptations for political judgment and behavior include mechanisms for 

informational vigilance. Any form of communication makes an individual vulnerable to 

manipulation, because the goal of communication is to change the mental state of the 

organism receiving information (Krebs & Dawkins, 1984). However, when a particular form 

of communication is manipulative to such an extent that the costs to receivers are (on 

average) larger than the benefits, then there is selection for receivers to become insensitive to 

the signals (e.g., by ignoring such signals or being unable to process them; Al-Shawaf et al., 

2015). 

Humans have evolved such mechanisms for informational vigilance (also called 

epistemic vigilance, Sperber et al., 2010). Work in psychology, anthropology, political 

science, and marketing suggests that humans are not gullible, but vigilant towards 

implausible information and tend to hold on to their prior beliefs (Mercier, 2017). Humans 

are not easily convinced by attempts at persuasion. Work in psychology and political science 

shows that humans can engage in motivated reasoning, ignoring or discounting information 

that counters their prior beliefs (Kunda, 1990). Such motivated reasoning might be one form 

of informational vigilance, protecting individuals from acquiring implausible ideas or ideas 
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that are detrimental to their fitness interests (Petersen, 2016). A striking example of resistance 

to well-intended persuasion comes from work in the 1970s and 1980s on intentions to use 

seat belts. When seat belts were introduced, intentions to use them were generally low. The 

idea was that fear appeals would convince people of the risks involved and boost intentions to 

use them. But videos showing the danger posed by not using seatbelts had so little influence 

on people’s intentions to use them that the risk researcher Paul Slovic concluded that people 

are incapable of accurately perceiving the risks involved and thus argued for laws mandating 

seat-belt use (Slovic, 1985).  

4.1 Are tendencies to feel emotions related to political attitudes?  

Research on the influence of emotions (others than those for negotiation) on politics 

can be tied to at least two questions. One question is: Are individual differences in tendencies 

to feel particular emotions related to political attitudes? The second question results from the 

fact that the stimuli or situations that typically trigger negative emotions are associated with 

threats or worries (e.g., Keltner & Lerner, 2010) and asks, Does perceiving threats influence 

political attitudes? Below we review recent work relating to each of these questions. 

The idea that individuals who are prone to negative emotions such as fear and anger 

are likely to have more conservative political attitudes has a long history in political 

psychology (e.g., Jost et al., 2003). Over the last decade, a large number of studies has asked 

whether another negative emotion, disgust, also relates to conservative political attitudes. 

This work demonstrates that an emotion that did not evolve for negotiating about entitlement 

can have a substantial influence on political judgment and behavior.  

First, it turns out that disgust is not one emotion, but probably three: pathogen disgust, 

sexual disgust, and moral disgust (Tybur et al., 2009; 2013). The function of pathogen disgust 

is to motivate and coordinate the avoidance of pathogenic infection (Tybur et al., 2013). The 

function of sexual disgust is to motivate avoidance of costly sexual interactions with unwise 
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mate choices, whereas the function of moral disgust is to coordinate condemnation with other 

people in situations of conflict.1 There is substantial evidence that pathogen disgust 

coordinates the avoidance of pathogenic infection (Oaten et al., 2009). For example, objects 

or people associated with cues of pathogens reliably evoke disgust (e.g., Curtis et al., 2004). 

This suggests that individuals who are more motivated to avoid pathogens—i.e., are more 

pathogen disgust sensitive—are more likely to have negative attitudes towards policies that 

activate pathogen disgust. 

A key feature of pathogen disgust is that it works in a “better safe than sorry” manner. 

The system can make two kinds of mistakes: failing to detect and avoid pathogens (i.e., a 

false negative) or incorrectly inferring the presence of pathogens and motivating avoidance of 

pathogens that do not actually exist (i.e., a false positive). The former kind of error tends to 

be more costly than the latter. Hence, the system is calibrated toward making false positive 

errors (Tybur & Lieberman, 2016; Schaller, 2015; see also Haselton & Buss, 2000; Haselton 

& Nettle, 2006; Nesse, 2005). Ethnic outgroups and foreign immigrants are often associated 

with infectious disease (Oaten et al., 2011), sometimes because they come from areas with 

high prevalence of infectious disease (and thus may be infectious), and other times because of 

rumors and propaganda. Based on such considerations, it was hypothesized that motivations 

to avoid pathogens should relate to anti-immigration attitudes (Faulkner et al., 2004). Recent 

work has borne out this prediction: in samples from both the USA and Denmark, individuals 

                                                 
1 There is currently some debate as to whether this division is accurate, in particular about whether pathogen 

disgust also includes design for avoiding consumption of plant toxins and whether moral disgust is a distinct 

emotion (Lieberman et al., 2018; Rozin & Falon, 1987). In addition, disgust is often described as an output of 

the behavioral immune system (the set of psychological mechanisms that evolved for avoiding infection; 

Schaller, 2015), rather than as a superordinate system controlling pathogen avoidance. This is simply a matter of 

terminology. Most audiences will expect that the word disgust refers to the affective state, rather than the entire 

motivational system. Hence, for the sake of communication, disgust is sometimes used to refer to the affective 

state, and the motivational system is called the behavioral immune sytem. When defined as a superordinate 

mechanism, the emotion pathogen disgust is equivalent to the behavioral immune system (Lieberman & Patrick, 

2014).  
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who were more sensitive to pathogen disgust were more opposed to immigration (Aarøe et 

al., 2017; Ji et al., 2019). 

There appears to be a large set of objects, entities, or practices that through persuasion 

can become associated with infection or contamination, such as homeless people, genetically 

modified foods, vaccines, and nuclear power. Individuals who are more disgust sensitive will 

tend to favor policies that remove these objects or entities (Clay, 2017; Clifford & Piston, 

2017; Clifford & Wendell, 2016; Kam & Estes, 2015; Hacquin et al., 2020). Pathogen disgust 

sensitivity does not only relate to narrow measures of policy attitudes, but reliably correlates 

with measures of socially conservative ideology (Terrizzi et al., 2013; Tybur et al., 2016), 

identification with conservative parties, and voting for conservative parties (Aarøe et al., 

2020).2 

4.2 Does perceiving threats influence political attitudes? 

As mentioned above, a large amount of work in political psychology has examined 

whether and how emotional responses to threats—fears, anxiety, worries, etc.—relate to 

political attitudes. Indeed, an influential standard view is that perceptions of threat (and the 

worries they activate) influence political ideology by making people more favorable towards 

conservative right-wing policies (Jost et al., 2003). This view was supported by a meta-

analysis (including 22,818 participants from 12 countries) that showed that individuals with 

more fears and worries were more supportive of conservative ideology. However, recent 

empirical work examining the relationships between specific threats and attitudes towards 

specific political issues across a larger variety of cultures suggests that there is no 

straightforward relation between feeling threatened and political ideology. An analysis of 

data from the World Values Survey from more than 60,000 participants from 56 countries 

                                                 
2 Sexual disgust also relates to socially conservative attitudes (Kurzban et al., 2010). Whether the relation 

between pathogen disgust and socially conservative ideology can be attributed to sexual disgust is currenlty 

unclear (Aarøe et al., 2020; Billingsley et al., 2018; Tybur et al., 2015). 
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showed that while being worried about war was associated with identifying with right-wing 

ideology, being worried about crime in one’s neighborhood was associated with identifying 

with left-wing ideology (Brandt et al., 2020). In addition, facing the threat of poverty was 

associated with both support for left-wing economic beliefs (e.g., opposing economic 

inequality) and right-wing cultural beliefs (e.g., supporting status-based discrimination on the 

job market).  

The complex relation between perceiving threats and political attitudes is partly a 

result of the fact that both threat and ideology are broad constructs each consisting of 

multiple dimensions. It is possible that when each of these underlying dimensions is 

accurately measured, then measures of specific threats will relate specifically to support for 

policies, parties, and ideologies that are associated with reducing those threats (Brandt et al., 

2020; Eadeh & Chang, 2019). But what policies (and parties and ideologies) will people 

perceive as reducing particular threats? An adaptationist perspective suggests that people will 

form such judgments using heuristics that worked well in ancestral small-scale societies (see 

the first principle of evolutionary political psychology mentioned above). We think that a first 

step in unraveling the relation between threats and ideology is to find the mistaken 

assumptions that underlie the standard view that right-wing ideology is an anxiety-reducing 

response to threats. 

While the standard view might be tenable in the narrow sense that some conservative 

policies and beliefs have palliative effects and momentarily reduce feelings of anxiety (e.g., 

Osmundsen & Petersen, 2017), we think that as a broad generalization, it rest on two 

untenable assumptions. First, it assumes that individuals with a right-wing ideology have 

more or more intense worries (i.e., perceive more problems or threats). Second, it assumes 

that adherence to tradition is a viable means of reducing problems (i.e., neutralizing a threat 

or reducing a source of worry). 
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Regarding the first assumption, while right-wing ideology is associated with worries 

about social cohesion, security and physical violence, and changing norms about sexuality 

and religion (Duckitt et al., 2010), this does not mean those on the left worry less. One major 

element that distinguishes left-wing and right-wing ideology is views about inequality and 

redistribution (e.g., Jost et al., 2003). In other words, those on the left tend to worry more 

about there being too much inequality, while those on the right tend to worry more about 

there being not enough inequality (e.g., Pratto et al., 1994). Indeed, work on the relation 

between moral values and political ideology supports the broad notion that liberals are more 

concerned with violations of norms of equality and fairness (Graham et al., 2009; Kivikangas 

et al., 2020). This suggests that the difference between those on the left and those on the right 

is not so much in how much they worry, but rather in what they worry about. Zooming in on 

political hot-buttons supports this view: those on the right tend to be more concerned about 

immigration, law and order, and taxes, while those on the left tend to be more concerned 

about the environment, social security, and health care (Seeberg, 2017).  

Second, the standard view proposed that conservative ideology relates to traits that 

tend to lower anxieties and worries, such as resistance to change, conformity to traditions, 

and low openness to experience (Jost et al., 2003; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008). The assumption 

that these broad conservative traits reduce or neutralize threats and uncertainties (e.g., Jost et 

al., 2003; Duckitt et al., 2010) does not align with an adaptationist perspective. Traditions 

probably only help address a narrow range of problems. Consider the basic problem of 

nutrition. Eating involves the problem of getting poisoned or infected by eating contaminated 

food, and this risk may be reduced by following traditions about what to eat (Murray et al., 

2011). However, the problem of having insufficient food can be reduced with different 

behaviors, such as appealing to egalitarian norms (Petersen et al., 2013) and breaking habits 

and eating novel foods (Al-Shawaf, 2016; Perone et al., 2021). Analyses of how humans 
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solve problems suggests that conservative traits like resistance to change, conformity to 

traditions, and low openness to experience are not effective strategies for dealing with 

problems (Cosmides & Tooby, 2002; Deutsch, 2011). Traditions will also often not provide a 

solution to novel problems, because traditions (other than those that characterize science, 

such as rational criticism) do not typically contain the knowledge or procedures that are 

needed to solve novel problems (Deutsch, 2011). 

For example, the personality trait of openness to experience reflects predispositions to 

be creative, unconventional, and innovative (Ashton & Lee, 2007). Low openness to 

experience is thus associated with reduced tendencies for creativity and innovation. Humans 

appear to have evolved a unique set of mental abilities for solving problems, involving 

improvisational intelligence (Cosmides & Tooby, 2002) and creativity (Deutsch, 2011). 

Hence, there seems a mismatch between the broad set of stimuli that trigger negative 

emotions (e.g., predators, hunger, infectious disease, job loss, public speaking) and the 

presumed function of conservative ideology. It seems poor design to have emotions that are 

triggered by cues that an adaptive problem is present, but then reduce the probability that the 

organism can solve the problem by reducing creativity and adjusting attitudes so that 

conventions seem appealing and innovations aversive. Humans have adapted to life in the 

cognitive niche, where information about how to solve problems is the most valuable 

resource (Tooby & Devore, 1987; Pinker, 2010). As humans are an intensly social species, it 

is likely that when an individual faced a novel problem, there were some others who had 

faced similar problems in the past and who had found ways to make (minimal) 

improvements. In such an environment, individuals who were more open to adopting useful 

innovations would likely have fared better than those ignoring innovations. Hence, each 

emotion may include design to activate a particular kind of openness or creativity when faced 

with an adaptive problem. As the proverb goes: necessity is the mother of invention. 
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More generally, an adaptationist perspective suggests that how threats influence 

political judgment and behavior depends on what kinds of judgments and behaviors typically 

helped resolve that particular threat in the ancestral environment. The mechanisms that 

regulate these judgments should not take into account whether the policies involved are 

currently associated with left-wing or right-wing politics. For example, for those who have 

less, the problem of large inequality is not addressed by endorsing the status quo (cf. Brandt, 

2013), but rather by reducing the welfare of those who are better off—a complex goal, the 

pursuit of which may be coordinated by envy (Sznycer, Seal, et al., 2017). 

5. Emotions are inherent to politics   

 Following the classic view that emotions are likely to subvert our reasoning and 

decision-making, one might call for making politics more rational by removing the pernicious 

influence of emotions. The above discussion may seem to follow the classic view by focusing 

on how emotions influence political judgment and behavior. This may give the impression 

that it would be possible to remove emotions from politics, in the sense that emotions are 

epiphenomena that can distort political judgments and behaviors. In contrast, we propose that 

this view is neither fruitful nor tenable as emotions and politics are inherently related. 

The view that humans are political animals (Petersen, 2016) suggests that adaptations 

for politics have a pervasive influence on human behavior. The notion that some emotions are 

for politics (see section 3), entails that emotions and politics cannot be separated. An agent 

without emotions for negotiating would simply not engage in politics when confronted with a 

rule that reduces their entitlement. Without emotional systems, there would be no systems for 

generating the valuations that are key for political judgments and no systems for propelling 

the actions that are key to political negotiation. Rather than maintaining a division between 

emotions on the one hand and adaptations for politics on the other hand, we think that it 

might be fruitful to consider politics as inherently related to emotions. In other words, the 



Emotions in Politics     19 

 

emotions that evolved for negotiating entitlement (anger, compassion, envy, pride, shame, 

and perhaps others) are at the core of our evolved political psychology.  

Does this mean that politics is reduced to heated irrational debates about short-term 

projects? Standard definitions that characterize emotions as short-lived responses to current 

events (Keltner & Lerner, 2010) suggest an affirmative answer. In contrast, the superordinate 

mechanism view suggests that emotions enable politics, including social coordination for 

political projects, both normatively desirable and undesirable, and both in the short- and long-

term.  

5.1 Emotions enable coordination with others 

Darwin’s (1872/2009) work on the expression of emotions has inspired the bulk of 

evolutionary-minded research of emotions. Indeed, there has been extensive debate about the 

facial expressions associated with basic emotions (e.g., Ekman, 1992). A widespread 

assumption is that the expression of one’s emotional state has some communicative value 

(e.g., Ekman, 1992; McCullough & Reed, 2016). However, biological theories of 

communication show this assumption to be unwarranted (Al-Shawaf et al., 2015; Al-Shawaf 

& Lewis, 2017; McCullough & Reed, 2016). Sometimes it might be beneficial to conceil an 

emotional state from others, i.e., hold a poker face. Some emotions, like envy and sexual 

jealousy, appear to lack an distinct facial expression.  

The superordinate mechanism view suggests that expressions of emotions are not an 

inherent feature of a small set of basic emotions, but rather that the expression of emotions 

should be strategic and serve the pursuit of one’s goals. Emotion expression might play a 

pivotal role in achieving some self-serving political goals, such as aquiring status via 

coalitional rivalry (including collective violence, see Horowitz, 2001). However, not all 

emotional coordination must be that destructive: expressing disgust at moral violations can 
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also be used to coordinate condemnation of norm violations (Lieberman et al., 2017; Molho 

et al., 2018), and for example might be used to reduce exploitation and corruption.  

 A closer look at how and why emotional signals (and in particular facial expressions) 

enable political coordination suggests that emotions might help coordinate against 

authoritarian leaders. Recent work on how people solve coordination problems suggests that 

some communicative behaviors (such as facial expressions, blushing, and laughing) may be 

especially useful for creating common knowledge (Thomas et al., 2014; De Freitas et al., 

2019). Facial expressions create common knowledge because they are salient to both the 

expressor and the perceivers and rapidly and easily decoded: “The perceiver not only knows 

the intended mental state of the expresser but knows that the expresser knows it, that the 

expresser knows that the perceiver knows it, and so on” (Thomas et al., 2014, p. 672). This 

points to the possibility that there may be a set of emotional signals that serve social 

coordination by generating common knowledge. Studies of how minority groups respond to 

repression suggest that humor is sometimes used as a form of resistance (Vollhardt et al., 

2020). In addition, in some societies there are professions dedicated to making fun of 

authorities: comedians and late-night talkshow hosts. One function of laughter might be to 

coordinate opposition towards undeserved claims of authority (Pinker, 1997). Humor at the 

expense of inept leaders might reduce the shared sense of what the authority figure is entitled 

to.  

5.2 Emotions enable the pursuit of long-term goals  

Characterizing emotions as short-lived affective responses to ongoing events makes 

mental time travel difficult to explain (Boyer, 2008). Memories often have a vivid emotional 

component (e.g., re-experiencing the shame of saying something foolish during a job 

interview) and imagining the future can involve strong emotional experiences (e.g., intense 

happiness when imagining that you will finally meet a distant loved one). If our emotions are 
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reactions to ongoing events, then why do we also feel them when recalling the past and 

imagining the future?  

Studies of mental time travel suggest that the affective aspects of memories and 

imagination are crucial for self-control in two ways (Boyer, 2008). First, episodic memory of 

emotional events seems to help inhibit impulsive behavior. Second, forecasting of emotional 

events seems to reduce time discounting (i.e., discounting rewards in the future). The 

emotional aspects of mental time travel seem to fit with the view that emotions are 

superordinate mechanisms. From this perspective, the phenomenon of mental time travel 

reveals that emotions are not necessarily designed for regulating short-term goal pursuit, but 

may include design for regulating behavior across longer time spans. Some emotions, such as 

fear of snakes, may be systems dedicated to short-term responses (Öhman & Mineka, 2003). 

But other emotions may be designed for the pursuit of long-term goals.  

For example, pride is characterized as motivating socially valued behavior and so 

relates to acquiring status. But is the pride system only active in the moment that we feel 

proud? Status is hard to acquire and often involves highly coordinated behaviors over long 

stretches of time. For social organisms, acquiring and maintaining status is of primary 

importance. If achieving this goal requires the coordination of behaviors across long periods 

of time, then the superordinate mechanism view of emotions entails the prediction that the 

pride system includes design for such long-term behavioral control – including remembering 

past achievements and imagining future proud achievements. It is not very helpful to assign 

emotions the role of regulating behavior in the short-term and explain long-term coordination 

by virtue of self-control. Self-control is a linguistic shorthand for the inhibition of short-term-

oriented responses, which facilitates the pursuit of long-term goals; it is not a mechanism. It 

is a label rather than an explanation. 
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By associating emotions with short-term affective responses, researchers may have 

overlooked a number of longer-lasting influences of emotions on judgment and behavior. 

From an applied perspective, this is unfortunate. If emotions regulate the pursuit of our 

highest-level goals, then understanding how the emotions work is crucial for knowing how to 

achieve long-term political goals. Achieving long-term political goals such as democracy, 

wealth, and good health care requires extensive coordination between individuals. We should 

prepare for the next pandemic, which may be in the distant future. We will be in a better 

position to achieve such coordination if we understand better how emotions guide us toward 

or away from particular long-term goals. 
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