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CHAPTER 4

The Brain’s Role in Political Ideologies

Our moral narratives have two parts, both of which are phys-
ically in our brains. The first is the dramatic structure of
the narrative, with roles like hero, villain, victim, helper, and so
on performing actions and undergoing effects. The second is the
emotional structure, what Damasio has called “somatic mark-
ers,” linking the dramatic structure to positive and negative emo-
tional circuitry. They. provide the emotional texture of simple
narratives. Because they are neurally bound, the emotional struc-
ture of the narrative {anger; fear; relief) is inseparable from the
dramatic structure {villainous action, battle, victory).

And when simple narratives are neurally bound together into
complex narratives, simple emotional textures become emotion-
ally very complex. As we have just seen in the case of metaphor,
what is complex for us to explain is part of the learned structure
of the brain that is easy for the brain to use.

Narratives are brain structures that we can live out, recognize
in others, and imagine, because the same brain structures are
used for all three kinds of experiences. Moral narrative is physi-
cal through and through.

The Brain’s Morality

Morality is fundamentally about well-being—the well-being of
oneself, others, and the groups one belongs to: family, commu-
nity, business, nation. Qur feelings of well-being and ill-being cor-
relate with the activation of the positive and negative emotional
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pathways. Our brains are wired to produce experiences of well-
being and ill-being. These are linked to sites in the forebrain, the
prefrontal cortex, which embody our ability to make moral judg-
ments and do moral reasoning, both conscious and unconscious.
The mechanisms for moral judgments in the brain are bound to
the mechanisms for positive emotions (well-being) and negative
emotions (ill-being): joy and satisfaction versus anger, fear, anxi-
ety, and disgust.

Primary metaphors, as we have seen, arise when two different
kinds of experiences regularly occur together and activate two dif-
ferent brain areas at the same time, over and over, As it turns out,
our experiences of well-being and ili-being correlate regularly,
especially in childhood, with many kinds of other experiences. In
general, if an experience of well-being regularly occurs together
with another experience, X, then there will be a reasonable prob-
ability that we will acquire a metaphor of the form Morality is X,

For example, we typically feel disgust when we eat rotten food
and good when we eat pure food. This leads to the conceptual
metaphor Morality is Purity; Immorality is Rottenness. We com-
monly feel fearful in the dark and relieved and happy when it
becomes light out. This leads to the conceptual metaphor Moral-
ity is Light; Immorality is Darkness.

The result is that we learn an extensive system of mostly
unconscious primary metaphors for morality and immorality just
by living normally in the everyday world, within a culture and a
family, We just live. Our brains do the work. As a result, from the
time we are children, we go around with a whole system of meta-
phorical thought for what is right and wrong. Such metaphorical
thought actually governs moral thought and action, especially in
politics, as we shall see.

Moreover, if a correlation between experiences occurs widely
around the world, then the corresponding conceptual metaphor
for morality should occur widely around the world. So far as we
have be able to determine, this seems to be true.

One of the most widespread metaphors for morality is what ]
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have called Moral Accounting. It is based on a simple fact about
well-being: you are better off if you have the things you need than
if you don’t.

This gives rise to the metaphor Well-Being is Wealth. When
we speak of “poor Harry,” we generally do not mean that he lacks
wealth, but that he is unfortunate, that he lacks well-being. When
we speak of a rich life, we are not ralking about money, but about
a life filled with experiences that produce well-being.

Suppose you do something to help me, to ipcrease my well-
being. Metaphorically, according to Well-Being is Wealth, increas-
ing my well-being is like giving me money. I can say things like,
“I’m in your debt,” or “How can I ever repay you?” Principles
of very basic accounting and the concept of paying debts, when
combined with the Well-Being is Wealth metaphor, provide a rich
and widespread way of understanding what moral action is.

Suppose you do something to harm me. Metaphorically,
decreasing my well-being is incurring a debt. There are a number
of alternatives. If I decide on retribution, I can say, “I'll make
you pay for that!” As I exact retribution, I can say triumphantly,

“Payback time!” If convicted of a crime and sent to prison, you
can “pay your debt to society.”

Alternatively, I can decide on restitution and say, “You owe
me!” Or I can balance the moral books by taking revenge—taking
something of value from you. Another possibility is forgiveness:
canceling the debt.

Moral Accounting is also the basis of the philosophy of urili-
tarianism—the greatest good for the greatest number. Utilitari-
anism is the metaphor taken literally: it provides an arithmetic of
goodness. The famous case for it goes like this: You are a rail-yard
switchman who sees a runaway train about to kill five people. You
can save them if you switch the train to another track. But that
track has a person on it who will be killed if you switch the track.
The moral dilemma: Do nothing and five die. Switch the track
and five are saved, but one dies as a direct result of your action.
One dead or five dead, you make the choice. Moral arithmetic.




96 THE POLITICAL MIND

Because there are many forms of well-being and ill-being that
we normally experience, there are correspondingly many meta-
phors for morality. Below is a table listing a number of them,
Each entry contains a statement of the form “You are better off if
you can X,” a conceptual metaphor roughly of the form Morality
is X, and, where appropriate, some linguistic examples.

You are better off Morality Is. .. Linguistic Examples
if...
You are better off if | Morality is An upstanding citizen

you can stand upright | Uprightness

: High moral standards
than if you cannot

Immorality is Being

Above oach
Low Ve reproac

A low thing to do
Underhanded
Stoop to that

A snake

Snow White

The Prince of
Darkness

White hats
Black hats

A white knight
Black-hearted

You are better off if
you are functioning
in the light than in
the dark

Morality is Light

Immeorality is
Darkness

You are better off Pure as the driven
if you eat pure food

. Immorality is snow
than if you eat rotten Rottenness
food

Morality is Purity

Purification rituals
A rotten thing to do
That was disgusting
Tainted by scandal

Stinks to high heaven
You are better offif | Morality is Strength | Stand up to evil
you are strong than if Immorality is Show your backbone
you are weak Weakness

Aflip-flopper—no
backbone
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are not

You are better off if | Marality is Health Terrori-sm is
you are healthy than Immorality is a spreading
if you are sick Disease The contagion
of crime
A sick mind
Exposed to
pornography
You are better off if | Morality is Beauty A beautiful thing
you are physica.lly Immorality is to do |
attractive than if you Ugliness It’s getting ugly

around here

You are better off if
you are treated fairly

Morality is Fairness

Immorality is

An unfair labor
practice

than if you don’t

you know the truth .

Immorality is Deceit

than if you are not Unfairness A fair market
Fair trade
You are better off if | Morality is Honesty | He cheated on his

wife _
Make an honest
woman of her

You are better off if
you are happy than
if you are miserable

Morality is .
Happiness
Immorality is
misery

A happy coincidence

A miserable thing

to dp

You are better off if
you are with your
community than if
you are not

Morality is following
a path

Immorality is
deviating

Morality is staying
within boundaries

Immorality is
transgression

A sexual deviant
The path of

righteousness
A transgression

You crossed
the line

Follow the Ten
Commandments

You are better off
if you are cared for
than if you are not

Morality is Caring

Immorality is Not
Caring

He’s a caring
person

You don’t give a
damn about

anyone
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You are better off MoralityIs... Linguistic Examples
if...
You are better off if, | Morality is Obey the [aw

as a child, you obey | Obedience
your parents than if
you don’t

Dor’t defy the law
Immorality is

- H ” .
Disobedience e’s guilty of

insubotdination
He’s misbehaving

She’s tesisting
authority

you have discipline
than if you lack

You are better off if | Moraliry is Discipline

Immorality is Lack of
Discipline

He just can’t control
himself

He shows no

discipline self-restraint
You are better off Morality is Freedom | Throw off your
if you are free of_ Immorality is chains!

;)EE l:::f:tthan if Oppression Let my people go
People are better off | Morality is A giving person

if others are generous | Generosity
than if they are
selfish

What a miser!
Immorality is

Selfishness
.You are better off The Moral Order A society in chaos
1; you d(')rll1 t challenge Morality is Main- Law and order
those with more taining Order Wichin

power than you than Uppity

if you do a hierarchy of power

There are more, but I think you get the idea.

The last of these, the Moral Order metaphor, deserves spe-
cial comment. The logic behind the metaphor is this: since we
owe everything we are—our very existence—to the workings of
nature, nature is seen as moral. In short, over history, natural
hierarchies of power emerge. Since they are natural, and nature
cannot be immoral, traditional hierarchies of power are moral.

According to the logic of the metaphor, to find out who is
most moral, look at who has been, over history, most powerful in
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the hierarchy: God above Man, Man above Nature, Adults above
Children, Western Culture above Non-Western culture, America
above other nations, Men above Women, Whites above Non-
whites, Straights above Gays, Christians above Non-Christians
{or majority religion over minority religion). Not a pretty meta-
phor, but an all too common one.

It has been the basis for discrimination, and even mass murder,
when those lower in the hierarchy are seen as lesser beings or even
nonhuman. Today it is the basis for racism, sexism, homophobia,
anti-Semitism, genocide, ethnic cleansing, and the hunting of spe-
cies into extinction. In earlier days, it was the basis for notions
of nobility—a most powerful king, and a hierarchy -of warlords
known as “nobles,” so called because their power and wealth was
seen as a sign of morality and hence purity and inherently deserved
social status. Even the Great Chain of Being had a version of this
in which, say, the lion, the most powerful of predators, was known
as the “king of beasts” and portrayed as noble.

An important reaction -against this metaphor often goes
unrecognized: the Reverse Moral Order metaphor, the idea that
the oppressed are more moral than their oppressors. We see this,
for example, in arguments defending suicide bombing or extreme
violence by those who are oppressed. '

The Bodily Nature of Morality

Metaphor is not just a matter of words. We think metaphorically,
All thought is brain activity, and the neural theory of metaphor
explains why we have the primary metaphors we do. Primary
metaphor arises from embodied experience, from two experi-
ences that regularly occur together. It should not be surprising
then that metaphors can have behavioral effects. '

Chen-Bo Zhong and Katie Liljenquist have shown in a set of
remarkable experiments that the Morality is Cleanliness meta-
phor affects the behavior of subjects: a threat to one’s moral purity
induces the need to cleanse oneself literally. Purification rituals in
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cultures around the world and lyrics like “Wash your sins away in
the tide” suggest this, but the experiments have confirmed it.’

The experimenters asked students to recall either an ethical
or unethical behavior in their past. Students who remembered
their own unethical behavior were more likely to act as if they felt
unclean. On a word-completion task that followed, the “unethi-
cal memory” students were more likely to say that the unfinished
word “W__H” was “WASH” instead of © WISH,” and that “S__ P~
was “SOAP” instead of, say, “STEP.”

In a second experiment, students were told that the study was
to determine if handwriting was linked to personality. Some stu-
dents copied out storics of ethical behavior (helping a coworker)
others, stories of unethical behavior {sabotaging a coworker).
They were then asked to rate the desirability of various prod-
ucts, Some were cleansing products (Crest toothpaste, Dove soap,
etc.) and others were not (Post-it Notes, Energizer batteries, etc.).
Those who copied out unethical stories rated cleansing products

bl

much higher than noncleansing products. In another version, stu-
dents were asked to take as a free gift either a pencil or an anti-
septic wipe. Those who wrote of the unethical deed were twice as
likely to take the antiseptic wipe.

The conceptual metaphor Immorality is Disgust also has
physical effects. Physical disgust and moral disgust lead to similar
facial expressions and physiological activation (lower heart rates
and clenching of the throat), and recruit overlapping brain regions
in the lateral and medial orbitofrontal cortex.?

Similar resules have been found for the conceprual metaphor
Morality is Generosity, Immorality is Selfishness. Jorge Moll
and Jodan Grafman, neuroscientists at the National Institures of
Health, scanned the brains of volunteers who were told to think
about one of two scenarios: donating a sum of money to char-
ity, or keeping it for themselves. The volunteers thinking about
helping others more than themselves showed increased activiry
in the neural pathway for positive emotions involving the limbic
system—-usually associated with the pleasure of eating or sex. The

THE BRAIN’S ROLE IN POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES 101

sense of pleasure correlates with the production, when activated,
of the neurotransmitter dopamine. In short, when we do good,
we feel good—we feel a sense of well-being.’

In addition, mirror neuron and associated research tells us
that we are born with a capacity for empathy. Configurations of
face and body muscles correlate with emotions through a two-
way pathway via the insula, to the reward and punishment cen-
ters in the limbic system: we have facial expressions for happiness,
sadness, anger, disgust, and so on. Via mirror neuron circuitry,
we can feel what it is like to have those muscular configurations.
That means that you can not just sense the musculature of some-
one else experiencing emotions, you can also feel what somcone
else feels; that is, you can feel the emotions that go with the mus-
culature. We have the physical capacity to feel the joy and pain of
others in ourselves physically. There is a neural mechanism that-
says in your very nervous system: You will feel better if you do
unto others as they would have you do unto them. ‘

In addition, the mirror neuron. system (in the right inferior
frontal gyrus and the bilateral inferior parietal lobes) is more
active during the preparation of complementary joint actions
than during the preparation for imitative actions. In short, we are
not just pre-wired for empathy, but for cooperation.* -

The Visceral Force of Empathy

The metaphors for morality arise from bodily experiences of well-
being. They are not “mere” metaphors, not extraneous; they are
neither arbitrary nor disposable. They tell us what the heart of
morality is. |

Empathy is at the center of the progressive moral worldview.
When Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans and scenes of drowning
and suffering victims were shown on TV, the result was massive
empathy on a national scale. Americans sent money, volunteered
to help, and hundreds of thousands offered their own homes to
house the victims. The nationwide empathy had a political effect:
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the Bush administration was seen as callous and uncaring, and
it marked the turning point for the administration’s political
popularity.

The effect of empathy is powerful, During the Vietnam War,
the TV pictures of wounded soldiers and coffins coming home
day after day helped to turn Americans against the war. More
recently, such pictures have been banned by the Bush administra-
tion since the beginning of the Iraq War. But as the violence in
Iraq increased, pictures of dead and maimed Iraqis filled our TV
screens, again with an empathic effect increasing the unpopular-
ity of the war. The scandal at Walter Reed Hospital, with pictures
of mistreated wounded veterans, aroused empathy once more,
again bringing down even further the Bush administration’s pop-~
ular support.

As the Walter Reed scandal unfolded in March 2007, there
appeared in the journal Nature the results of a remarkable study
about the power of empathy. Tt pointed out that conscious ratio-
nal decision-making is centered in the trontal fobes. That includes
moral decision-making of a purely calculative nature, based on
utilitarianism—the greatest good for the greatest number, for exam-
ple, deciding in the abstract that ope person should be sacrificed to
save five others. However, the study showed very different results
when the moral decisions involved direct one-on-one physical inter-
action where empathy was aroused—smothering a crying baby or
pushing someone in front of a train to save other lives. There, for
normal people, empathy interfered with any abstract mora!l calcu-
lus, either overriding it or raising serious moral qualms.

The locus of empathic decision-making, the study revealed,
is the ventromedial prefrontal cortex. People who have had
brain injuries or strokes in thar region, however, showed no such
qualms. They treated the one-on-one direct contact cases just like
the utilitarian moral calculus cases, even when it involved suffo-
cating a baby. Empathy is normal, and it takes a special education

(such as basic training in the army), a special heartlessness, or a
brain injury to disengage it.’
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In short, empathy is morally powerful, and its- political power
seems to arise from its moral force, which in turn‘is a consequence
of brain structure—of the fact that we have miror neuzlon c}:llr—
cuitry linked via neural pathways to the emotional and other
regions of the brain central to emp-athy. . e

Here is where the brain gets interesting for pohtlcs.. 0;2;1
ity is about right behavior, behavior tbat lea(':ls to w_ell—be;ng. er:
metaphors for morality are grounded in a wide varle.ty 0 ede
ences of well-being. Each such metaphor characterizes one idea
of what right behavior is about; for examphj:, Care, .Obed:iemf:e,
Discipline, Fairness, Order, Cleanliness, Pu.rlty. But ;nstia of a
random system of utterly different concepno.ns of mora ity, ou;
brains organize these views of what is right. into t.wo systems O
moral and political thought. What makes this possible? ‘

A brain is a physical system. It works by least-elnérfg}.r prin-
ciples, like any other physical system. Given two [,.\oss1b111tles in ta
given situation, it will take the least-energy path in that con;exl .
That is called the “best fit” property of neural systems. The brain
always seeks a local best fit. Think of it this way:

Suppose neuron A is connected to neurons B.and C. -

B and C are mutually inhibitory; the firing of one tends to 1T1h1 it
the other to some extent, depending on the strength of the ﬁrlgg.

B has a lot of receptors at the synapse with A, while C has few

receptors at its synapse with A, . .
A fires, releasing the same amount of neurotransmitters in
3

here both synapses are. .

e ngl; ;:rge numberyof receptors at B’s synapse will pi;k up m(;re
chemical input (from neurotransmitters) than the small num ‘ er

t C’s synapse. :

. r;;eg,olgsi: more}iike];l)y to fire than C, for simPle physical rea-
sons, and the more it fires, the more receptors build up at the syr}1-
apse. And for the same reason, B will tend to fire more strong y
than C, and to inhibit the firing of C. . 5
Now suppose that neuron C also takes input from neuron ,
and that the synapse on C, where C links to D, has a lot of receptors:
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S0if D and A fire ar the same time, C’s firi
input from both A and D. Think of D as
Then C’s probability of firing and its streng
text may be greater than B’s. In rhat case

inhibit the firing of B. Conrext matters.

This is greatly oversimplified, of course. Whar i import

1s that such a situation can have political ramifications. Supp
A, B, C, and D are nor single neurons, but rather complex
cuits within conceptual systems. Suppose B and C characte
strict and nurturant morality respectively—-the moral worldviews
of general conservatism and general progressivism—within the
brain of a biconceptual, someone who has both general models
structured so that one inhibits the other, Suppose that A stands
for the circuitry characterizing the idea of the “war on terror,”
Without additional context, it will tend to activate B, the conser-
vative authority-based worldview, and with it support for conser-
vative policy and the Bush administration,

Now suppose that D ig Hurricane Katrina, which strongly
activates C, empathy and the progressive empathy-based world-
view and antipathy toward Bush and conservatives, while inhib-
iting the conservative authority-based worldy
support for conservatives and Bush.

This is a guess at what happened in the brains of many Amer-
icans during Katrina, when empathy for the victims arose and
support for Bush and conservatives fell precipitously.

I would guess that something similar happened during the
Terri Schiavo case. Empathy went not to Terri, who had been
brain-dead for many years, but to the responsible family members
who bore the burden of difficult decisions. When conservatives
tried to interfere with the famil
empathy toward Terri’s hushand

dent and other conservatives, A

ng is determined by the
supplying a “context.”
th of firing in that con-
C will tend to fire and

ant
08¢
clr-

rize

iew and inhibiting

¥’s deliberations, they generated
and antipathy toward the presi-
nd I would guess that the same
happened in the Walter Reed Hospiral scandal, when the horrible

treatment of veterans generated empathy toward them and antip-
athy toward the conservarive administration,
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There is a moral here for progressives: Thf: more théy can actll\lrate
empathy in the public, the more support will bfe avallible ::;:C s:
and the worse conservatives will do. Cc.)rrespondmgly, the mh o
servatives can generate fear in the pub-hc, the more support t Zf
generate, and the more that will inhibit support for progressiv gout

If this is true, then progressives should be talking 'm'c;re a :
their moral worldview—about empathy, resporllls.lbli 1tifl,d Zﬁk
hope—rather than accepting fear-based frame?* to .t mh a ok
within. Instead of moving to the right and actlvat%ng the cd <
vative worldview, stay without your own moral universe and a

vate the progressive worldview.

The primary metaphors for m.orality ixllcludedMoraIllhti h:;
Strength, Fairness, Order, Cleanliness, Purity, and so on. e
are learned automatically and are general. They are not sp :
N tiet ftjlr:lgf.:art of the nurturant and authorita.rian modlf.:ls oj
the family are two central metaphors of n?.orahty: Mora; 1tyd;_
Care and Morality is Obedience to Authorlity. They arf:d llmare
mentally what the nurturant parent and strict father mo § $
abo(u)tt.her metaphors for morality happen to “fit better™ W:lth 0'12:1
of these family models than With tllle c?ther. Let u; begnllI w;th
a simple example. Intuitively, Mo.rght}" is Strength lr's wee Z\i!res
Morality is Obedience to Authority, since an--autilor}ty r lcll e
strength to command obedience.' It soux.lds—smlp e enough, .bu
the neural mechanism required is interesting. b
The concept of strength is independent of Fhe concept 0 obe
dience to authdrity. But strength may be requ.lred to force o Z o
ence, and you learn a frame in which strength is used to comm
Obe\c;iz;;rer literal obedience to author.ity is 'act‘ivated asa Eo;
cept, that frame receives some activation, .lmklng sFreilgc;: 0
the exercise of authority. When that frame is not ?ctlva ; ,k "
concept of strength functions independently. That frame linking
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strength and obedience to authority defines a “fit” of one concept
to another. It is easier to activate strength with obedience than
obedience by itself.

That “fit,” thercfore, also occurs between the metaphors
Morality is Obedience and Morality is Strength. Though the met-
aphors arise independently, since they come from different expe-
riences, the self-organizing function of the brain unites them as
part of the same metaphor system.

Why should masculinity be a political issue? Why should Harvey
Mansfield, the conservative Harvard government professor and
hero to neoconservatives, write a book called Manliness? Why
should conservatives be trying to feminize Democratic male can-
didates and officeholders?

Why should conservatives be pushing for long sentences for
nonviolent drug offenders? Why should they support a three
strikes law? And why should they, at the same time, support Pres-
ident Bush’s commutation of Scooter Libby’s jail sentence?

The answers to these and many other political questions come
out of the primary metaphor that a Governing Institution is a
Family plus the structures of the strict father and nurturant par-
ent families. The family structure organizes ideas that, in princi-
ple, could be separate in politics. Burt because the tamily structure
is mapped onto politics, the ideas that come together in the family
structure are projected as a whole onto politics.

Masculirity is a good example. It is vital in a strict father fam-
ily, where there is a strong gender differentiation and paternalistic
male values are central. The strict father, to be effective, cannot
be effeminate or weak. He must act like a “real man.”

And why are conservatives punitive? It is assumed, in a strict
father family, that the only way to teach a child right from wrong -
is to punish him for doing wrong. The lack of punishment is seen
as a moral failing of the strict facher. Moreover, the point of pun-
ishment—that is, physical “discipline”—is to get children to dis-
cipline themselves mentally so that they will do what the father
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says, to do right not wrong. Such discipline is seen as the only
oduce moral people.
Wa};)t:ulg): are scen asptaking away discipline, and hence te%k—
ing away the capacity to be a moral person and .the capacity
for self-reliance. Drug addicts are also seen as leading others to
take drugs, and hence leading to the immorality and lacfk of self-
reliance of others. For this reason, conservatives see taking drugs
as a serious offense against their moral system, EVEI"l thoggh. the
person taking drugs may not be violent or otherwise cr1m{r%al.
Since a refusal to punish for an offense is seen as a m.oral failing
by a conservative, conservatives insist on strict punishment for
nonviolent drug offenders. This is reinforced by t%l_e Moral Qrder
metaphor whenever the offender is nonwhite, an immigrant, or a
rSOn.

pOOSrcEZter Libby, on the other hand, was seen as upholding. the
authority of the president, and his crime was not seen asa real crime.
Indeed, he was seen as holding up the moral system, since the str{ct
father system depends on the unquestioned authority (?f the strict
father. Libby was loyal. And loyalty to the strict father is loyalty to
the moral system itself, and is seen as a virtue, not an offensle.

What is happening here is that the strict father family as a
cultural entity binds together elements of a fa.mi‘ly—.based m(')ral
system: masculinity, strength, obedience, d1sc;p11ne,‘ punish-
ment. Metaphors preserve inferences as much as possible. And
so the way that these elements of a family-based mora-l system fit
together is preserved under the metaphor of a Governing Institu-
tion is a Family.

The bottom line: the existence in American culture o.f two
very different models of the family, in the pres_encelof th? primary
metaphor of a Governing Institution is a Famllyt, gives rise Fo tWO
very different ways of conceptualizing governing institutions—
including different moral worldviews and modes of though';.
These arise unconsciously. . N

When they remain unconscious, there can be serious political

effects.
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The Brain and Biconceptualism

The two modes of thought described so far are quite general, and
versions of both have been found in just about everyone stud-
ied. We all have both progressive and conservative worldviews,
applied in different areas and in different ways.

Neural binding—the binding of a general worldview to a spe-
cific issue area—makes this possible. We saw some of this in chap-
ter 2. Suppose the issue area is teligion. Progressive Christianiry
sees God as a nurturant parent, and imposes the nurturant moral
view on the institution of the church and on what it means to be a
good Christian: you have empathy for people who are poor, sick,
hungry, or homeless, and you act politically to help them.

A conservative fundamentalist Christian might well have the
opposite views on all these issues, with God as a strict parent,
threatening the punishment of eternal damnation for violaring
God’s commandments as interpreted by the clergy.

Then there are the biconceptuals. The National Council of
Evangelicals believes in a strict father God who rewards with
heaven and punishes with hell, in the absolute truth of the Bible,
and in the right to proselytize. But recently it has been taking seri-
ously those progressive parts of the Bible calling for good stew-
ardship of the earth and fighting global warming, for antipoverty
programs and health care, and for putting an end to torture, It
has both strict and nurturant worldviews, and applies them in
different areas.

There are self-identified conservatives who arc indeed conser-
vative on family values, gun control, and fundamentalist Christi-
anity, but who are progressive in a nurnber of areas: they love the
land, like to hunt and fish, hike and camp. They resent big cor-

porations exercising mineral rights by building oil rigs, installing
mine shafts, and digging open-pit mines on their ranches, and in
the process poisoning their wells and ponds and streams, inter-
fering with ranching, and leaving an unsightly mess. They want
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progressive communities, where officials care about people, act
responsibly, openly, and honestly, and where .people care about
each other, cooperate, and do community service.

In short, contextual “best fit” plus neural binding al.iows gen-
eral progressive and conservative worldviews to-be apphejd to spe-
cific cases in different ways—and sometimes in opposite ways.
What is preserved in such binding to specific issue areas are the
values and modes of reasoning brought to bear on such issues.

Then there are the independents and swing voters, who are bicon-
ceptuals with both progressive and conservative modes c?f tlllought
at the general level, but who do not have fixed neural b-mdlngs to
all specific issue areas. They may “go back and forth” on issues.

It should be remembered that “best fit” does not always mean
perfect fit. For example, the general conservative worldview can
be fitted to the issue area of immigration in a number of ways,
depending on which priority is chosen:

1. Business interests, which require a continuing supply of cheap
labor; S

2. Law-and-order enthusiasts, who see legalization of immigrants
without papers as “amnesty® for criminals; . <

3. Racists, who want to keep America as “pure” as possible; and

S0 On.

Numbers 2 and 3 are consistent, allowing some racists to hide
their racism under a banner of law and order. Numbers 1 and 2
are not consistent given the realities of American life. At this w.rit-
ing, no compromise has been figured out. The result is a schism
on this issue, even among pure conservatives. o

Do disagreements on these issues mean that conseniansm is
breaking down? Not at all. Each position is a conservatnte posi-
tion. It’s just that there is wiggle room within conservatism, as
there is within progressivism. Disagreements about how to apply
general conservative thought to specific issue areas are common.
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That does not imply that conservatism is breaking down—quite
the contrary.

Nor does it mean thar progressivism is breaking down when
progressives have disagreements about priorities. Should open-
pit coal mines be banned on environmental grounds with miners
losing jobs, or should the miners’ jobs be protected over the envi-
ronment? One can be both for the environment and for jobs as
a progressive, and still face the dilemma, because it is not about
progressive versus conservative values. On the other hand, one
may be supporting the coal mines to protect corporate profits,
not jobs. Then it does become a matter of progressive versus con-
servative views. Reasons matter.

The Brain’s Politics

Politics is about real-world power and the way we understand
morality. The bitterness in politics is partly about who has power
and patronage and the control of money and resources that goes
with political power. But the wider and deeper emotionality and
bitterness is about morality, about whose moral system will rule.
"That is what public political discourse is mainly about. And public
discourse has an enormous effect upon the outcome of elections.

For the most part, moral worldviews are within the cognitive
unconscious. They are not discussed openly in public discourse.
But cognitive science and neuroscience allow us to better under-
stand what the shouting is about. The question now is what to do
about it.

PART II

POLITICAL CHALLENGES
FOR THE TWENTY-FIRST-
CENTURY MIND
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