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INTRODUCTION





  From Carnage to Canada




  On January 20, 2017, Donald Trump took the oath of office as president of the United States, and on February 9 of the same year, I took the oath of citizenship as a citizen of Canada:1




  

    I swear (or affirm)




    That I will be faithful




    And bear true allegiance




    To Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Second




    Queen of Canada




    Her Heirs and Successors




    And that I will faithfully observe




    The laws of Canada




    And fulfil my duties




    As a Canadian citizen.


  




  As an American who learned that the most important moment in our nation’s history was when we declared our independence from the British monarchy, reciting such an oath would have once evoked over-my-dead-body feelings in me.2 But times had changed—I’d changed—and the state of US democracy made it easier than ever to officially cast my lot with a country where the politicians were enemies of each other rather than the citizens they claimed to represent, and where working people enjoyed the type of cradle-to-grave security about which many of my fellow Americans had forgotten to dream.




  It’s been a quarter century since I moved here, and I have only fading memories of the minor culture shock that I experienced at the time. But the Britishness of Ontario—as silly as it seems now in hindsight—memorably inspired a patriotic resistance in me. I hated the ubiquity of the queen, especially on the money in my pocket. I hated seeing the Union Jack on the provincial flag. And I hated when people said “cheers” instead of “thank you.” The most extreme manifestation of these feelings was a fantasy, never realized, in which I took my bike out for some destructive tailslides on the perfectly manicured grass of the local lawn bowling club. Having grown up with blue-collar bocce—borrowed from the unpretentious Italian families in my community and played on the best available surface—lawn bowling seemed obnoxiously “posh.”




  I was also wary of Canada’s parliamentary system, which struck me as dangerously devoid of appropriate checks and balances between the executive and legislative branches. The prime minister was like the president, the Speaker of the House, and the Senate majority leader rolled into one powerful position. A new majority government could come into power and immediately begin implementing its promised agenda without hindrance, which was either totally awesome or totally horrifying, depending on one’s ideological orientation.




  Then again, I thought, could it be worse than a US government that seemed increasingly dysfunctional? In 1991, when I left, the United States was in the midst of a rightward shift that worried my liberal sensibilities. Reaganism was alive, well, and harmful, in my view, and I was troubled by how many Americans did not share my concern. Bill Clinton’s take on centrism, we now know, swept some of our nation’s problems under the rug, or, more specifically, sent them to prison and threw away the key.3 The Republican Party, led by Newt Gingrich, took to challenging its truce with the Democratic Party, a truce that, up to then, had allowed the types of ideological compromise on which progress is built.




  In Canada I found that the natural order of things political was unthreatened by radicals. There was a proper left-center party (the Liberal Party) and a proper right-center party (now the Conservative Party). The Liberals and Conservatives traded power and were smart enough to recognize that the electorate would punish them for reaching too far from the center (or centre, to be precise). The gravitational pull of the center eased my mind about the lack of checks and balances in the parliamentary system. Also, the power afforded the ruling party in a majority government at least advantaged action over stagnation—action that was usually in the direction of progress, on issues of consensus. And God save her, the queen kept her nose out of Canada’s business.




  After many years here, I have learned enough about Canadians to be confident that rightward movements plaguing American progress—first Reaganism and now Trumpism—are unlikely to infect Canadian politics to the same degree. What is it about Canadians that makes them more resistant than Americans to such antiprogress? Outsiders, especially from the United States, assume that Canadians are more left leaning, on average, than Americans. Put another way, the ratio of liberals to conservatives is higher in Canada than in the United States. Although this is probably true, I suggest that there is much more to the story.




  First, I should be clear on what I mean by liberal and conservative, and be clear that I am restricting their use to the economic domain. Liberals tend to be more sensitive to the suffering of others, in the sense that they want to alleviate the suffering first and ask questions later. Although conservatives are sensitive to suffering, their willingness to help might depend on the circumstances. For example, a conservative might ask whether the suffering is self-inflicted, in which case it might be best to let the sufferers learn from their mistakes.




  When assessing blame, liberals tend to look for sources outside of the sufferer, such as societal forces beyond their control, whereas conservatives tend to demand personal responsibility. Liberals and conservatives thus respond very differently when presented, for example, with a person who cannot afford his next meal because he spent his money on drugs. Liberals want to feed the person and then offer him rehabilitation, whereas conservatives are loath to reward bad behavior.




  At a societal level, liberalism and conservatism define one’s comfort with redistribution, with liberals being uniquely reluctant to question the deservingness of those who receive more in government services than they pay in taxes. The fact that there is more redistribution and less inequality in Canada than in the United States could thus reasonably be attributed to a higher prevalence of liberalism in the former.4




  There is another relevant difference between Canadians and Americans, captured by a joke told to me by a fellow expat soon after my arrival in Canada:




  Two friends are sitting beside a pool at a tropical resort. One turns to the other and says, “There are both Americans and Canadians in the pool—I’ll show you how to tell them apart.” He walks to the edge of the pool and, with authority, announces: “Everybody out of the pool!” About half of the people get out of the pool, and he turns to his friend and says, “These are the Canadians. The Americans are those still in the pool looking at me with expressions that say, ‘Give me a good bleeping reason to get out of the bleeping pool.’”




  At the time, I enjoyed the joke as intended—as a negative commentary on Canadian trustfulness and a positive commentary on American shrewdness. Over time, though, I recognized that this aspect of being Canadian, even if an overstated generalization, was something to be admired, something that helped make Canada a civil and lawful society, something that should define and inspire my assimilation. Years later, I met a newly arrived Spaniard who had just attended a Toronto Blue Jays game at which spectators received a souvenir miniature bat; it would be hard to overstate his disbelief that “weapons” were handed out at a stadium full of sports fans. I laughed knowingly, then patted myself on the back for choosing to raise my family here.




  These explanations for Canada’s success focus on Canadians themselves—their generous and trustful tendencies—rather than on the country in which they live. Redistributive generosity could be due to an abundance of generous people, but it could also be due to an economic system that has enabled an abundance of people who can afford to be generous. Trust of institutions could be a product of citizen trustfulness, but it could also be a product of institutional trustworthiness. Crediting Canada before Canadians raises a chicken-and-egg dilemma, and I am not enough of an expert on Canadian history to offer an accurate account of how Canada got to its enviable place. Nevertheless, I’d like to suggest that creating a society that enables generosity and trust does not necessarily require an inherently generous and trustful citizenry.




  Although difficult to admit in our current state of polarization, there are issues on which most Americans can agree. Primary among them is that working Americans should be protected from risks beyond their control. What are these risks? Anyone could be prevented from working due to illness or injury. Anyone could lose their job. Everyone grows old and wants to retire. Everyone should get equal pay for equal work. Everyone who is willing to work should be able to afford the necessary training and be paid a living wage. Anyone could have dependents that need care during working hours.




  American workers currently have inadequate protection from several of these risks. How have other developed nations convinced their citizens to support such protections? American liberals wrongly assume that these other nations have cultures of selflessness, whereas the United States has a culture of selfishness. The reality is that selfishness is less a cultural than a biological phenomenon, and support for government programs has way more to do with “what’s good for me” than with “what’s good for those who are less fortunate than me.”5 Scandinavians love government because government works for them, whereas many Americans hate government because they believe government works for someone else, and liberals do a poor job of convincing them otherwise.6




  Liberal leaders make two mistakes in this regard, the first of which is to choose policies that exclusively benefit the lower classes when there are alternatives that would also benefit the middle classes, and thus be more likely to attract their support. Obamacare, for example, provided redistributive subsidies to those who could not afford health care instead of meaningfully reducing the exorbitant costs of health care in the United States.7 The latter alternative would have benefited those who already had health coverage by reducing their personal costs as well as their redistributive burden.8




  Even when liberal leaders propose policies that are beneficial to everyone, they make it clear that the most important beneficiaries are those whose needs are most urgent. This leaves the middle classes vulnerable to doubts—stoked by conservative naysayers—about whether the policy is in their best interest. Making Medicare available to all Americans, for example, would provide significant improvements—over the current employer-based model—to the health coverage of most working Americans. Yet when Bernie Sanders unveiled his Medicare-for-All plan, the tagline was “Health care is a right,” which is interpreted by many who already have employer coverage as “this plan must be for those whose rights are being violated, and I guess I’m not one of them.”9 Negative responses to this tagline are exacerbated by common knowledge of its complete form: “Health care is a right, not a privilege.” In an employer-based system, those who have coverage have earned it by securing a job with health benefits; to suggest that they are “privileged” challenges the deserved sense of accomplishment that they feel. Liberals are naive to think that such language choices do not have political consequences.




  I can tell you that middle-class Canadians love their single-payer health care system, and their love can be attributed to selfishness rather than selflessness. The utopian myth, according to which middle-class citizens are happy to subsidize those earning less, should be replaced by a pragmatic reality in which they enjoy the same benefits as everyone else. The fact that the health care system is redistributive ceases to be its defining feature when citizens realize that it will be there for them when they need it to be. The secret to Canada’s success, from a liberal perspective, is that redistributive generosity is way easier to expect from citizens that feel secure. One is less likely to worry about being on the short end of redistribution when one has a low-risk standard of living.




  As a liberal, I would love Americans to support our neediest citizens out of the goodness of their hearts. But I doubt that this is anything close to a majority position, and I also have a pragmatic streak, which means that I will settle for the closest approximation of the desired ends of liberalism. I believe that the best way to ensure the well-being of our least fortunate citizens is to prioritize the security of our middle-class citizens, as ironic as that might sound.




  For those readers who feel the need to categorize this book by placing it in an academic silo, political psychology is the most accurate label. My intellectual heritage is from the field of cognitive neuroscience or cognitive science, which means that I tend to explain behavior—in this case political behavior such as policy preferences and party affiliation—with reference to the inner workings of the mind and brain. Others with similar goals might describe themselves as moral psychologists or social psychologists or political scientists.




  To give you a sense of how the cognitive approach offers a unique perspective, consider the following situation that happened to me recently. On my way to work, I stopped at a grocery store to get a few food items for the day. When I went to check out, and the clerk informed me of the amount owed, it seemed low. Instead of inquiring, I paid and left the store. Outside, I looked at the receipt and discovered that one of the items was missing (it must not have scanned properly), revealing that my intuition about the amount had been correct. I am embarrassed to admit that I did not return to the store to correct the mistake, and I will not embarrass myself further by offering a lame rationalization.




  An ethicist, from the philosophical tradition, might point out that what I did was no different from shoplifting—after all, I knowingly kept an item for which I did not pay. This normative approach defines what I should have done given the rational application of the moral rules that render shoplifting wrong. Psychology, by comparison, favors a descriptive approach that observes actual behavior and seeks to explain why it deviates from normative expectations. A psychologist might ask people, “Were his actions as wrong as shoplifting?” and would likely find that many would say no.




  Cognitive research has revealed a clear distinction—in people’s minds—between action and inaction, or acts of commission and omission. The action of theft seems worse than the inaction of neglecting to correct a mistake in one’s favor, just like a deliberate lie seems worse than withholding the truth; cognitive scientists refer to this as omission bias.10 As for why commission seems worse than omission, the premeditated intent that characterizes the former is the most obvious explanation. Nevertheless, even when acts of omission have some of these qualities—such as my intentional inaction following the discovery of an unpaid item—the actors are still let off easily by themselves and others. This is why such judgments are considered biased; in general, moral judgments are much more intuitive than rational.11




  The omission-commission distinction has important implications for perceptions of public policy. It could explain, for example, the generally apathetic response to the plight of refugees seeking legal asylum (an act of omission), and the comparative distaste for deporting immigrants without legal status (an act of commission).12 It could also explain why many who were once indifferent to the plight of Americans without health insurance got cold feet when it came to actively taking insurance away from Obamacare’s beneficiaries.13




  Liberal leaders have exploited this aversion to commission: a foot-in-the-door approach that gains support for neglected people, knowing that the subsequent withdrawal of that support would require a cruel act of commission. On the other hand, conservative leaders are savvy to this strategy and have indoctrinated many Americans with a once-bitten-twice-shy wariness that serves to nip liberal initiatives in the bud.14 Exploiting omission bias should not be viewed as a viable long-term strategy for Democrats—shaming voters into supporting such policies is more likely to result in backlash than loyalty. Plus there is no reason to think that an aversion to cruelty will translate into an aversion to voting for a Republican with a common sense argument: “We’d love to help, but we just don’t have the money.”




  I am not the first to conduct a cognitive analysis of the US political situation. George Lakoff, a cognitive linguist, has published several excellent books arguing that the language used by politicians and pundits to describe policies plays a fundamental role in determining how those policies are perceived by people—because of the way that language activates the mind.15 In other words, the way in which a policy is framed could induce agreeable or disagreeable mind states.




  Like me, Lakoff is a liberal motivated by a desire to help liberalism succeed in America. He thinks that the secret to conservative success is their framing superiority. Concerning redistribution, for example, Lakoff would claim that conservative framing has activated resentfulness among the middle classes, and liberals must aggressively reframe redistributive policies in a way that instead activates compassion.




  Lakoff’s works on political cognition include much that I agree with, and much that has inspired me as an academic and a liberal. Nevertheless, I am pessimistic about the prospect of increasing sympathy among the unsympathetic. Currently, for example, government programs that could be framed as providing security to the middle classes are instead framed as taking care of the lower classes, with liberals choosing the latter frame in an effort to trigger sympathy. However, the fact that conservatives also endorse this framing—because it breeds resentment—should be a clue to liberals that they might want to try something different.




  Jonathan Haidt, a social psychologist and the author of The Righteous Mind, has made important observations about the different moral intuitions of liberals and conservatives.16 According to Haidt and his collaborators, there are distinct moral foundations that universally define human morality, with the relative importance of each foundation varying across cultures and ideologies. Two of the foundations are relevant to redistribution: care, which relates to whether a person is more concerned about others’ needs than their deservingness, and fairness, which relates to whether a person who has earned something should be forced to share it with others. Not surprisingly, liberals are more concerned about care than conservatives, and conservatives are more concerned about fairness than liberals.17 The remaining foundations are of much greater concern to conservatives than liberals: loyalty (deference to one’s tribe), authority (deference to hierarchical power structures), and sanctity (reverence of purity).18 In sum, conservatives are concerned about all of the moral foundations, whereas liberals are comparatively underconcerned about several foundations (fairness, loyalty, authority, sanctity) and overconcerned about one (care).




  In Haidt’s view, conservative success can be attributed to moral breadth and liberal failure to moral narrowness. If liberals hope to broaden their appeal, he advises, they must demonstrate more concern for the things that are uniquely important to conservatives: fairness, loyalty, authority, and sanctity.




  Moral foundations theory, in my view, is a convincing account of the moral differences between liberals and conservatives. And I wish I shared Haidt’s optimism about the prospect of uniting the country by learning to respect alternative moral worldviews. Instead, I believe that some moral differences are irreconcilable. To ask liberals to demonstrate moral breadth is to ask them to be something that they are not. In post-Trump America, loyalty means nationalism (and nativism and racism), authority means plutocracy (and patriarchy), and sanctity means theocracy, all of which are anathema to liberals.




  Fortunately, there are like-minded conservatives who are not particularly concerned about loyalty, authority, and sanctity. They do differ from liberals, though, in that they are more concerned about fairness and less concerned about care.19 I believe that the left-center coalition can grow by respecting the conservative conception of fairness, without sacrificing care. The key is to promote policies that protect all Americans instead of just those Americans who are most at risk—policies that will be viewed as fair by contributors, because they receive services in return, and caring by liberals, because those services will also be available to those unable to contribute as much as they receive.









  1




  THAT’S NOT FAIR!




  I am a cognitive neuroscientist, meaning that I study how people think, or how our minds work. I am particularly interested in what situations cause people to think or feel or say, “That’s not fair!” It turns out that we experience unfairness quite frequently. This is mostly due to the fact that there is a lot of injustice in the world, even in well-to-do societies like the United States. But it also reflects the fact that our brains are hardwired to recognize injustice when it occurs.




  So sensitive are we to injustice, in fact, that we sometimes see it when it is not there. Consider the following anecdote, which will sound very familiar to anyone who has raised children. My brother Sean has two daughters, both of whom love mangoes. When Sean sliced up a mango, he offered a “mango pop,” which is the fleshy pit stuck on a fork, to one of his daughters. The other daughter asked for a mango pop of her own, but was told that there was only one, to which she complained, “That’s not fair.” To Sean, as to any neutral adult, no unfairness occurred, presuming he had been balanced in the allocation of mango pops over time.




  How are we to interpret such “That’s not fair!” responses? One possibility—favored by Sean—is to see his daughter’s response as a calculated ploy to make sure that she gets some other form of special treatment now, or at least to remind him that the next mango pop better be hers. Such cold calculation is a tried-and-true method for ensuring that one is treated favorably by others. Accusations of currying favor are familiar to followers of competitive sports. For example, the opposing team might question the motives of an athlete who chats up the referees before the game or during stoppages in play.1 Athletes, coaches, and home fans also complain to referees at every opportunity, and it is reasonable to wonder whether this is done deliberately to ensure the next call is favorable to the complainers.




  Although such deliberate acts surely occur, there is reason to believe that many cries of unfairness are genuine experiences of hot emotion rather than cold calculation. If the initial reactions of daughters deprived of mango pops and athletes who claim to have not fouled an opponent are merely examples of acting, then the annual lists of nominees for best actress and actor would be very long indeed.




  Interestingly, hot complaining, much like the cold variety, has the ultimate goal of getting what one wants. Hypersensitivity to injustice, along with an angry response to it, are products of evolution designed to make sure that one gets one’s fair share, seen also in other animal societies where resources are shared.2 I like to call these tendencies our injustice detector system. This system, being of a hot emotional nature, is automatic, which is a term cognitive neuroscientists use to describe mind states that are not under conscious control.3 Although automatic systems can, with considerable effort, be overridden by cold cognitive systems after the fact, there is no preventing them from being triggered in the first place.4 For this reason, it can be very difficult to convince someone to support public policies that trigger their injustice detector, which is why some liberal policies are met with skepticism. Conversely, pundits who oppose such policies have little trouble fanning discontent among those whose detectors have been triggered. As we will see later, this technique is the bread and butter of modern conservatism. Automatic injustice detection is a core part of who we are as members of a social species, and plays a fundamental role in determining how we respond to public policy initiatives.




  What else triggers the injustice detector? The experience of unfairness can result from any situation in which one is deprived of something desirable received by others, or receives something undesirable that is not received by others. There need not even be someone to blame for unfair decisions concerning who gets what. Consider faultless accidents and acts of nature for whom there is no one to blame—this does not stop the victims from declaring, “It just seems so unfair!” Belief systems that feature an omnipotent God, typically imagined in human male form, are careful to ensure his immunity from blame by offering some principled reason why he does not use his power to meddle in human affairs. This does not always prevent the believer from privately wondering, “Why me?” after being victimized by an act of nature.




  Some scientists claim that humans, and perhaps even other social animals, are natural empathizers whose injustice detectors are triggered when others, even strangers, are treated unfairly. Although it is certainly true that we are capable of feeling others’ pain, our capacity for empathy is often overblown by contemporary scientists.5 In short, we are much more sensitive to injustices that occur to us personally than we are to injustices that occur to others.6 As a case in point, consider again the mango pop example, in which the daughter has a genuine experience of unfairness that is not felt by the father. Or consider the victim of an act of nature who invokes unfairness, to whom the rest of us know not what to say except “Life’s not fair,” which is most certainly not an empathetic expression. It seems that injustice is in the eye of the beholder, which complicates matters for those who are trying to create public policy that is perceived as fair by all.




  What do fairness situations have in common? They involve a resource to be allocated, an allocator who decides how the resource will be allocated, and recipients to whom the resource is allocated. The injustice detectors of the recipients are the primary determinants of whether the allocation is perceived as unfair. In our anecdote, the mango pop is the resource, the father is the allocator, and the daughters are the recipients. The allocator, having made the decision, is most often the target of unfairness complaints from deprived recipients. However, recipients who receive the resource, like the sister enjoying the mango pop, can also be accused of illicitly influencing the decision, or “not playing fair.”




  Resources come in two forms: divisible resources can be divided, and indivisible resources cannot. A bowl of sliced mango is divisible, but a mango pop is indivisible. For a divisible resource, the allocator must divide it evenly among the recipients to avoid triggering their injustice detectors. So the mango-slicing parent best be sure that the number and size of slices is the same for each child. However, if the resource is indivisible, then fairness can only be established across time, with the next recipient being she who has been deprived the longest. Recipients have excellent memory for who is next in line. Consider when you go to a grocery deli that has neither a number system for keeping order nor a clear place for people to line up in order of arrival; customers nevertheless have an acute sense of who is next, and rare violations are met with all manner of sighs and eye rolls from the other customers. Even when care is taken to keep track of whose turn it is to receive, though, the allocator should not be surprised by complaints of unfairness from those currently deprived, as their automated injustice detectors might be triggered. Hence Sean catches flak from his daughter without the accompanying accusation that her sister received both current and previous mango pops. This is evolution’s solution for ensuring that the allocator remembers whose turn is next.




  Because the recipients in the mango pop scenario are children, you might be questioning my claim that adults are also hypersensitive to injustice. Surely as we mature we become less likely to complain every time we don’t get our way. However, a reduction of complaining with age could have two possible explanations. One is that our injustice detectors, with experience, become less sensitive, and thus are less likely to be triggered by every minor discretion. Another possibility, supported by evidence from developmental science, is that what matures is our cold cognitive ability to prevent our hot emotions from bubbling to the surface for all to see.7 Controlling the still-sensitive injustice detector is important because social norms dictate that it is unbecoming of an adult to act like a petulant child. Nevertheless, the emotions lying under the surface remain very capable of influencing our behavior, like the voting behavior of someone who gets a bit angry inside when presented with certain public policy prescriptions. And it is easy for pundits who oppose such policies, even if for their own selfish reasons, to stir up the emotions of those whose detectors have been triggered.




  So far we have only considered situations in which all recipients are equally deserving of resources. However, many situations have varying levels of deservingness, and, to make things even more complicated, allocators and recipients might have conflicting views on who is most deserving. Deservingness can be based on either need or merit. Let’s take the liberty of embellishing our anecdote. Imagine that one daughter enters the kitchen hungry and asks for a snack while Sean is slicing the mango. Recognizing her need, he decides to give her the mango pop rather than consult his memory for who had received the last mango pop. Or imagine a different scenario in which one daughter is helping out with the dishes while Sean is slicing the mango. Wanting to reward her contribution, he makes the merit-based decision to give her the mango pop. In both of these scenarios, you can bet that the injustice detector of the deprived daughter will be triggered, and that Sean’s defense of his need- or merit-based allocation decision will fall on deaf ears. You can also bet that the other daughter—the one who receives the mango pop—will agree with her father that she is more deserving. Just as with justice judgments generally, it seems that deservingness is in the eye of the beholder.




  Public policy fairness operates on a much bigger scale than one mango, one father, and two daughters. In most cases, the public coffers are the resource, the government is the allocator, and individual citizens are the recipients. The roles of the recipients are much different than in the mango pop situation, though. In a democracy, the citizens have, in theory, considerable control over the government, whereas Sean’s daughters cannot vote for a new father in the next parental election. Also, the citizens, as taxpayers, have contributed to the resource and thus have more grounds for objecting to the way it is allocated. Imagine a mango pop scenario in which the girls made a contribution from their piggy banks to the purchase of the mango. I would not want to be in Sean’s shoes when deciding how to allocate the mango pop then, even if I was more a monarch than a president.




  The fact that citizen taxpayers contribute to the public resource requires us to rethink deservingness in this context. Insofar as some citizens have less than they need and others have more than they need, a not uncommon occurrence in capitalist societies, need remains a principle that could guide allocation decisions.8 The merit principle, on the other hand, does not seem to fit in this context. A merit-based allocation implies that recipients are competing with one another for a bigger slice of the resource pie. Although merit is an appropriate principle in some settings, such as merit-based pay in the workplace, it does not translate to the governmentcitizen relationship. In its place, the principle of equity characterizes differential deservingness among citizens in a democracy. According to the equity principle, one should not be asked to contribute more than they can expect to receive in return. If a cashless Sean had to raid the piggy bank of one daughter to purchase the mango, equity would compel him to give her the mango pop.




  Inequity—a violation of the equity principle—results when someone contributes more than they receive while someone else receives more than they contribute. Imagine going out for drinks with a group of coworkers. At the end of the evening, to keep things simple, it is decided that the tab should be split evenly. This decision results in an inequity that benefits the lushes at the expense of the lightweights.




  On an intuitive level, the occurrence of inequity is more obviously unjust than the existence of need, because only the former can unequivocally be attributed to the actions of an accountable entity. In other words, inequity can be blamed on the allocator who decided that one party should receive more than it contributes and another should contribute more than it receives. Need, on the other hand, does not require an unjust act. It is often difficult to know exactly who, if anyone, is to blame for the need state of a particular individual.




  Next we explore how policies violating either the need or equity principles (or both) are perceived, and how these perceptions shape American politics.




  It’s the Fairness, Stupid




  Distributive justice, in practice, concerns the economic outcomes of the citizenry in a democracy, and how the representative government, ideally guided by the economic values held by the constituent majority, is involved in managing those outcomes. The economic values of citizens are determined by their preference for the need or equity principles, especially when these principles conflict. I use liberal to describe a preference for need over equity and conservative to describe a preference for equity over need. Put another way, liberals have injustice detectors with a hypersensitivity to the existence of need in their society, and conservatives have a hypersensitivity to the occurrence of inequity.9




  The differences between liberal and conservative values are most obvious when considering societal problems for which policy solutions create a conflict between need and equity.10 Poverty, defined as the existence of citizens who have less than is considered adequate by societal standards, is a good place to start. The need principle considers poverty unacceptable, and thus liberal citizens will support policies designed to bring all citizens above the poverty line. Most such policies violate the principle of equity because they require that those who contribute the least receive the most and those who contribute the most receive the least. For this reason, conservative citizens will have some level of discomfort with these policies. Although this discomfort may not necessarily inspire an active opposition to the policies, make no mistake that the discomfort is there, and it is more prominent than the discomfort caused by knowing that some people are living in poverty. Liberal citizens have a very different mental experience, one in which the discomfort of knowing that people are in need trumps any discomfort caused by inequitable policy solutions. Need inspires “That’s not fair!” thoughts in liberals, whereas inequity inspires “That’s not fair!” thoughts in conservatives.




  Earlier, I described the injustice detector as a hardwired product of evolution, which implies that all humans possess the same mental system for detecting injustice. This begs the question of why the injustice detectors of liberals and conservatives are triggered by different things. Such individual differences can be attributed to both innate and cultural factors. All humans possess an innate awareness of the existence of need and the occurrence of inequity. However, the relative prominence of these two triggers varies from person to person. For example, some people are born empathizers who find the suffering of others intolerable and are thus predisposed to develop liberal values.11




  Culture also plays an important role in determining how one responds to need and inequity.12 If you learn every-man-for-himself beliefs, or individualism, then you will have a reduced sensitivity to need and an enhanced sensitivity to inequity—because you do not want to be the sucker who contributes more and receives less. However, if you are taught that we’re all in this together, or collectivism, then your sensitivity to need will be raised and your sensitivity to inequity lowered—because the beneficiaries are people with whom you identify. As a result, people who learn individualism are more likely to develop conservative values and those taught collectivism are more likely to adopt liberal values.




  The individualism with which most Americans are raised has historically been reinforced by a belief in the American Dream, according to which hard work should enable upward mobility, or at least self-sufficiency. Although skepticism about upward mobility has grown, many Americans believe that self-sufficiency is virtually guaranteed for those willing to work for it, excepting those who are temporarily or permanently unable to work.13 For this reason, the existence of people with long-term dependence on public resources raises concerns about inequity.




  Recall that injustice is in the eye of the beholder, and we are much more sensitive to injustices occurring to us personally than we are to injustices occurring to others. Put another way, injustice detection has a self-interest bias. For those most in need, this bias will emphasize need over equity and thus increase support for liberal policy solutions. And if they are receiving more than they contribute, then someone else must be contributing more than they receive. Self-interest bias makes members of the middle and upper classes particularly sensitive to the possibility that they will get the short end of this inequity.14 In other words, as long as someone is doing worse than you, self-interest will increase the attractiveness of conservative values, which were designed by evolution to protect you from inequity. One might say that the prevalence of conservative values is a consequence of American success.




  Taken together, these forces that shape the values adopted by individual Americans have stacked the deck in favor of conservatism. When Americans were asked whether it was more important for individual citizens to pursue their goals without government interference or for government to guarantee that no citizen is in need, a clear majority chose the former (58%) over the latter (34%). In every other Western democracy that was asked, the opposite was true.15 As a result, there is less redistribution in the United States than in other nations, although you would not know this if you talked to Americans, many of whom are obsessed with the idea that redistribution runs rampant.16




  Liberal pundits often argue, using survey data as evidence, that a majority of Americans hold liberal values. For example, a majority of Americans support specific programs, like Social Security and Medicare, which have been created and defended by liberals. However, although Social Security and Medicare are motivated by the need principle (they do much to prevent poverty among the elderly), they are also motivated by the equity principle (people receive in retirement what they contributed while working). In other words, support of such programs does not demonstrate a majority preference for need-minded values.




  As a psychologist, I can tell you that a survey can produce whatever answer you want, provided that you ask the right question in the right way. Surveys cited by liberals indicate that a majority of Americans endorse general statements concerning support for the needy. However, there is reason to question the meaningfulness of such data. For example, social scientists have identified a social desirability bias, which is a tendency to paint a flattering rather than accurate portrait of oneself. Because respondents are reluctant to look like Scrooge, surveys routinely exaggerate concern for the poor.




  Consider also that equity-mindedness means a preference for equity over need when the two principles are in conflict, rather than an absence of sensitivity to need.17 When asked, conservatives will express concern for the needy. However, when need is presented in the context of distributive justice, and an expression of compassion requires one to put their money where their mouth is, conservatives will demonstrate that equity is more important to them. In other words, liberal surveys demonstrating widespread need-mindedness fail to provide the context required to unearth equity-minded values.




  Regardless of their specific prevalence, equity-minded Americans are undeniably a huge political prize—if enough of them abandoned the Republican Party for the Democratic Party, the former would be rendered powerless. This book is essentially a how-to guide for Democrats hoping to make that happen.18 The first step is to understand how the Republican Party—despite questionable bona fides—has successfully cast itself as the party of choice for the equity-minded.




  So God Made a Job Creator




  Equity-minded Americans deserve a political home that respects their economic values and uses those values in a principled way to drive public policy.19 Although the Republican Party claims to be that home, it merely talks the talk of equity without walking the walk. The true motive of the Republican Party—a plutocracy in which the wealthy can maximize their wealth—is inconsistent with its ostensible motive of promoting equity. When plutocratic policies undermine equity, as they often do, conservative leaders have learned to deflect blame onto freeloaders and bleeding hearts, not to mention Christmas haters, baby killers, black militants, emasculators, gun thieves, perverts, terrorist enablers, snowflakes, etc. This reminds me of a favorite cartoon from my childhood, in which Bugs Bunny gets the wabbit-hunting Elmer Fudd to turn his sights onto Daffy Duck by declaring it “duck season!” 20 To distinguish conservative leaders from conservative citizens, I will refer to them as duck season conservatives, in honor of their mastery of the blame game.




  Cries of “duck season” draw attention to the inequities of liberalism, at the expense of the realization that conservatism is also a worthy target of inequity hunters. When the principles of equity and wealth maximization are at odds, wealth maximization always wins. As we will see below, there are many ways in which conservative policies violate the equity principle.




  When an equitable policy prevents wealth maximization, for example, duck season conservatives oppose that policy, often using the ironic claim that the policy is actually inequitable. Consider progressive taxation, according to which the amount one contributes to the public resource increases as one’s income increases. Progressive taxation is equitable because a person who has been more successful has probably benefited (and stands to benefit) more from public resources than a person who has been less successful. For example, if they have made money from the manufacture and sale of goods, then they have probably relied heavily on public investments in transportation infrastructure for the distribution of those goods, not to mention the public education of their qualified employees. And it is hard to imagine anyone making money these days without using the Internet, the development and maintenance of which has received considerable public investment. Also, a person with more material and monetary possessions has more to lose should something bad happen, and thus, according to the equity principle, should contribute more to public safety and security. I could go on.




  Duck season conservatives oppose progressive taxation because higher taxes for wealthy citizens prevent them from maximizing their wealth. It would be a political nonstarter, of course, for a wealthy minority to argue for regressive taxation based on the wealth maximization principle. It would also be self-defeating to acknowledge that progressive taxation is equitable, given that a majority of citizens are equity-minded. So how do they attack progressive taxation despite its equitability?




  The equity principle explains why rich people should pay the highest taxes, but it is not a satisfactory explanation for why poor people should pay the lowest taxes.21 The latter can only be explained with reference to the need principle, according to which those with the lowest incomes are least able to afford tax contributions. The flipside of this need-based argument is that rich people should pay higher taxes simply because they can afford it. On its own, this makes high taxes on the rich seem inequitable, which is why it is important that we are reminded of the equity-based argument for progressive taxation (the rich are expected to contribute more because they receive more). The problem is that duck season conservatives deliberately neglect to remind their audiences that progressive taxation is equitable, while trumpeting instead the false claim that progressive taxation is actually inequitable (the rich are expected to contribute more even though they receive less). Their preferred lingo for this argument is class warfare, and the message is clear: the wealthy minority is being treated unjustly by the envious majority. Whenever it is suggested that the wealthy should contribute more, the talking heads on Fox News recite the familiar refrain of “class warfare” with no mention of the untold benefits the wealthy have received from the public resources to which they are being asked to contribute.




  To make matters worse, liberals inadvertently help the conservative cause by neglecting to make the equity-based case for progressive taxation. The liberal mind, you see, is satisfied by the need-based argument for low taxes on the poor and high taxes on the rich. The need-minded tend to be oblivious to the fact that “taxing the rich because they are rich” seems unjust to the equity-minded. On those rare occasions when liberals do make the equity-based case, duck season conservatives have figured out how to nip it in the bud. In 2011, Elizabeth Warren, considering a run for the Senate, made the case in a speech that got considerable media attention.22 A year later, during his 2012 reelection campaign, President Obama echoed these sentiments.23 Among the many words spoken in this speech, conservative pundits had no trouble finding a few that they would use against the president: “If you’ve got a business—you didn’t build that. Somebody else made that happen.” It can be hard to give credit to the role of public resources in enabling individual success without sounding like you are underplaying the efforts of the successful individual, and the considerable negative fallout for the president has made others fearful of making the equity-based case for progressive taxation.




  This attack of progressive taxation is half of a two-pronged approach; the other half involves promoting regressive taxation. Just like they figured out a way to attack progressive taxation despite its equitability, duck season conservatives have found a way to promote regressive taxation despite its inequitability. The argument—which you may recognize as trickle-down economics—is that untaxed money left in the hands of the haves will be invested in businesses that will provide employment opportunities for the have-nots. In conservative parlance, taxing the job creators prevents them from creating jobs. In essence, the argument is that regressive taxation does not seem so inequitable when you consider that the disproportionate investment in public infrastructure made by the middle class will be returned to them in the form of jobs. Would Americans rather have middle-class jobs and a higher tax burden or lower-class jobs and a lower tax burden? The obvious superiority of the former underlines the power of the trickle-down argument, which is used as a threat by conservatives: “Tax the rich at your peril!” If this sounds like blackmail to you, that’s because it is blackmail.




  Nevertheless, most Americans would be willing to overlook the fact that plutocrats pay lower taxes than plumbers if it ensured the availability of good middle-class jobs. Unfortunately, the only guaranteed consequence of lowering taxes on the rich is that the rich get richer. Consider taxes on capital gains, which primarily affect the wealthy.24 Duck season conservatives—guided privately by the wealth-maximization principle and publicly by trickle-down theory—have incessantly pushed for lower capital gains taxes. Historically at 25 percent, the top rate was reduced to 20 percent in 1981 under President Reagan and further to 15 percent in 2003 under President Bush. According to trickle-down theory, the middle class should have seen gains in the past three decades as a result. Instead, middle-class incomes have been in a holding pattern while upper-class incomes—not to mention budget deficits—have skyrocketed.25




  This income stagnation is creating restlessness among the middle classes. Lest wealth-maximization policies be blamed, duck season conservatives require a scapegoat, and the needy beneficiaries of liberal programs are easy prey. Duck season conservatives want the middle classes to believe that the only thing holding them back is the inequitable redistribution of their hard-earned money to the lower classes.26 In other words, hypocritical conservatives combat class warfare with a reverse class war of their own. The most important consequence of this maneuver is that equity-minded members of the middle class and wealth-minded members of the upper class are now allied (in the Republican Party) as victims of inequity at the hands of a common enemy: government dependents and their liberal enablers.




  Occasionally, the least wealthy members of the Republican alliance get a glimpse of how they are viewed by the wealthiest. During the 2012 presidential campaign, Mitt Romney was caught by a hidden camera complaining to a wealthy audience that there was a full 47 percent of Americans “who are dependent upon government, who believe that they are victims, who believe that government has a responsibility to care for them . . . who pay no income tax.”27 Economic classes are typically categorized into five quintiles of income or net worth: lower, working (or lower-middle), middle, upper-middle, and upper. (To be clear, I have been using middle to refer to the three middle categories collectively because it would be cumbersome to list them individually.) Why was 47 percent—and the remaining 53 percent who are burdened by the former’s uselessness—such an unfortunate number for Romney? Think about it: if the middle-upper alliance includes the top 80 percent, then why did Romney use 47 percent instead of 20 percent? Unless you are in the top 53 percent, then it sounds like you do not have to worry about being victimized by inequity. And if you are in the bottom 47 percent, which includes the entire working class, then it sounds like Romney is calling you a moocher. The effect on Romney’s campaign was predictably damaging.




  Romney’s gaffe aside, the alliance with the upper class is beneficial to the middle class insofar as it protects them from inequity. The problem is that duck season conservatives exploit this alliance to promote wealth-maximization policies that are ultimately harmful to the middle classes. Consider Social Security, which is a progressively funded program whose designers had both equity and need in mind. Social Security is equity based in that all working people have contributed to the fund during their careers and thus deserve to draw from it during retirement. Moreover, middle-class Americans contribute, on average, about as much as they receive. Social security is need based in that the lower class contributes less than they receive, while the upper class contributes more than they receive.28 In other words, middle-class Americans pay for their own retirement while the upper class subsidizes the retirement of the lower class. For the middle class, Social Security is not an inequity that has to be remedied, but for the upper class, Social Security is an inequitable barrier to wealth maximization.




  For this reason, duck season conservatives strive to reduce upper-class contributions to Social Security whenever possible. If they can pull this off under the noses of their middle-class “allies,” then the burden of inequity shifts from the upper class to the middle class. It is a bold strategy, but also ingenious, especially when you consider that middle-class anger will most likely be directed at the lower class, because they would be the new beneficiaries of middle-class largesse, rather than the upper class, despite the fact they would be shirking their responsibilities as those who have benefited most from membership in American society. Is it any wonder that the upper class is the only income quintile that is getting ahead? And yes, it would be ironic if the middle class, who joined an alliance with the upper class out of a common concern for inequity, end up as the sole victims of inequity.




  As we have seen, regressive taxation is central to duck season conservatism. It is, in fact, one of the twin pillars of conservatism, and the other pillar is deregulation. Regulation inhibits wealth maximization in two ways. First, conducting business in accord with regulatory rules is almost always less profitable than laissez-faire commerce. Second, the regulatory agencies that enforce these rules are funded by tax contributions, and their existence thus means a higher tax burden. How unfair it must seem to the wealthy that they have to contribute to the very agencies that prevent them from maximizing their wealth!




  Imagine that you own a profitable trucking company. Because your business has benefited from public investments in transportation infrastructure, it is only fair that your large income should result in a large tax contribution (this explains why progressive taxation is equitable). Your company also must abide by regulations that are designed to make sure that your pursuit of wealth is not harmful to others. Your trucks need to meet emission standards so that our air remains breathable, your drivers need to meet training standards so that our roads remain safe, and your trucks need to meet weight standards so that our roads remain undamaged. What does the principle of equity have to say about who should bear the expense of equipping your trucks, training your drivers, and splitting your loads?




  Americans have decided that they want to live in a country with clean air and safe, durable roads, and thus it is only fair that they should bear some of these costs. As taxpayers they fund the regulatory agencies that enforce emission, training, and weight standards, and as consumers they accept the costs of bringing goods to market in trucks. What about you, as the owner of a trucking company? Keeping in mind that you are competing with other trucking companies, you might pass some regulatory costs on to your customers, while accepting that the remaining costs will cut into your profits. Regulatory expenses are traditionally considered part of the cost of doing business in a civilized country. And market competition ensures that such expenses are shared equitably among buyers and sellers.




  But such an equitable solution is inconsistent with the principle of wealth maximization because it prevents you from maximizing your profits. Duck season conservatism would thus encourage you to fight such regulations tooth and nail. You would be expected to contribute to a trucking industry association that would hire lobbyists to promote deregulation at state and federal levels, where they would hyperbolize the downside of regulation (costs to employers, taxpayers, consumers) while ignoring the upside (clean air, safe roads, equity). And instead of a whole country enjoying clean air and safe roads, with the costs spread benignly and equitably among millions of people, the only significant beneficiaries of deregulation are you and your fellow titans of the trucking industry.




  This hardly seems fair, does it? In fact, only a person with a wealth-minded value system would have the gall to describe it as fair. The rest of us, whether equity-minded or need-minded, would agree: “That’s not fair!”




  What’s the Matter with Kansas?




  One might assume that their disrespect for the equity principle would cost Republicans with equity-minded voters. The failure of nonwealthy Republicans to see the Republican Party for what it is—the party of wealth maximization—has puzzled Democrats for years. The title of Thomas Frank’s 2004 book has become a meme that captures the laments of liberals who scratch their heads as to why nonwealthy Americans, in places like Kansas, have increasingly supported conservative policies over the last several decades even though they would be better served by liberal policies.29 Establishment Democrats tend to blame their Republican counterparts for using duck season tactics and nonwealthy Republican voters for being duped by such tactics. The populist Left, including Frank, tends to blame the Democratic establishment for jumping on the wealth-maximization gravy train in an effort to court wealthy donors, leaving nonwealthy voters little choice but to vote on cultural issues rather than economic issues.30 Although I am sure that there is some accuracy in each of these arguments, both fail to appreciate that redistribution is not in the best interest of all nonwealthy voters.




  The Left routinely makes the mistake of assuming that all nonwealthy people are alike in terms of self-sufficiency and values. But redistribution is only in the best interest of those who receive more than they contribute, and many nonwealthy Americans are not in this category. In other words, although it is true that Republican policies are not in the best interest of the middle classes, the same is true of Democratic policies. The only way to sell a redistributionist agenda to those who will not benefit from it is to appeal to the need principle. Unfortunately, need-minded arguments do not work on equity-minded people, and there are many such people in America.




  When liberals offer redistributionist policies to the middle class and need-minded arguments to equity-minded people, I am reminded of one of my favorite Saturday Night Live sketches. The Olympia Café sketch featured John Belushi at the helm of a greasy spoon where customers were disappointed to discover that the choiceless menu was limited to cheese-burgers, Pepsi, and chips.31 The cultural legacy of this sketch, maintained in expressions such as “cheezborger, cheezborger” and “no Coke, Pepsi,” is as a metaphor for situations in which people come looking for one thing but are forced to settle for something else. Hereafter, I will refer to liberal leaders as cheeseburger liberals, for only offering inequitable policies to people who value equity.




  The cheeseburger liberal failure to understand equity-mindedness was exemplified by their condescending responses to the Tea Party cry: “Keep your government hands off my Medicare!”32 To many liberals, this cry was a simultaneously hilarious and horrifying reminder of the ignorance of nonwealthy Republicans: “OMG, they don’t even realize Medicare is a government program!”33 To me, it was a reminder that Medicare is an equitable program, treated rightfully by working people as the winter-time fruit of their summertime labor. In other words, Medicare is paying for one’s self, while Medicaid is having one’s bills paid by someone else; only a liberal would fail to see the significance of this distinction. The fact that government is reserved for need-motivated programs—both by conservatives who see Medicare as equity motivated and liberals who see it as need motivated—speaks volumes about the crux of the American predicament. If government is looking out for only those in need, then why does the Left expect unequivocal support from those who are not in need? In Sweden, the welfare state looks out for the welfare of all Swedes; in the United States, apparently, it looks out for only the neediest Americans.




  What’s in a Name?




  My choice to use conservative as a label for equity-minded citizens and liberal for need-minded citizens requires further clarification and justification. It is important to remember that these labels are used here to describe the economic values of citizens and do not necessarily correspond to the political ideologies that bear the same names. Earlier, for example, I argued that policies favored by conservative leaders are guided by the equity principle only when it is convenient, and those policies that deviate from the equity principle should not sit well with conservative citizens. When duck season conservatives attack Social Security and Medicare, which are equitably funded, they are thus violating conservative principles. According to this definition of conservatism, big government is only bad government when it excludes those who contribute to it.




  It is also important to note that those citizens who self-identify as conservatives or liberals do not necessarily conform to the value systems I am proposing. For example, self-labeled conservatives who have gone hook, line, and sinker for Republicanism, which is guided by the wealth-maximization principle, will not identify perfectly with what I call the conservative value system, which is guided by the equity principle. I also wonder whether some self-labeled liberals are more accurately described as reactionaries who object to conservatism as it is currently practiced in the United States: “I’m definitely not a conservative, so I must be a liberal.”34 Such citizens might find more in common with what I call the conservative value system than they intuit. In other words, they might find equity conservatism appealing, or at least reasonable, even if they find wealth conservatism (not to mention social conservatism) objectionable. The same might be true of Americans who choose moderate instead of conservative to describe themselves.35




  I am suggesting that many citizens are guided by the principle of equity when making political decisions, and I have labeled such citizens conservative, even if they do not use that label themselves. This puts me at odds with conventional wisdom in political science, which has amassed considerable evidence that citizens are not particularly ideological. Such evidence includes self-identification of ideology (“Would you describe your political views as conservative, moderate, or liberal?”) and policy preferences (“Should a budget surplus be used to bolster Social Security?”). Insofar as citizens who identify as conservative prefer policies that are considered conservative, then one could conclude that citizens are ideological. However, Americans who identify as conservative often support policies that are considered liberal, which has been taken as a demonstration that citizens are not ideological. As it turns out, such bad ideologues are quite common, and Christopher Ellis and James Stimson describe them as symbolic conservatives but operational liberals.36




  Political science thus chooses to blame citizens when there is a mismatch between the label they use for themselves and the ideology—as defined by experts—that uses the same label. I wonder, though, whether the experts are to blame.




  Expert definitions of conservatism emphasize that government should play a minimal role in managing the economic outcomes of individual citizens, and most self-described conservatives would presumably be comfortable with such definitions. Operationally, conservatives should thus oppose programs that entail a significant role for government in making sure that people can manage their expenses—programs like Social Security and Medicare. The fact that many symbolic conservatives support such programs leaves the experts no choice but to conclude that they are operational liberals, or conservatives in name only.




  I suspect that many of these experts are liberals who get some smug satisfaction out of knowing that symbolic-operational confusion is largely limited to conservatives. Their superiority complex has prevented them from looking harder for alternative possibilities that don’t involve conservative stupidity.




  Defining conservatism as equity-minded offers an alternative perspective that is more appreciative of conservative competence. Because Social Security and Medicare are equitable, support for them is consistent with conservatism for those who consider themselves conservative: “I paid in while I was working, and now I’m collecting back in retirement.” Should such citizens thus be faulted for agreeing to a definition of conservatism that emphasizes a minimal role for government in managing economic outcomes of citizens? No. When an expert says “managing outcomes,” they hear “redistribution,” and they reasonably see Social Security and Medicare as more equitable than redistributive. And although I do not have the evidence to prove it, I’d bet that most self-described conservatives would have more enthusiasm for a definition of conservatism that emphasized equity, if an expert would offer them one.




  Interestingly, Social Security and Medicare do have redistributive features designed to help those in need, and thus support for them is also consistent with liberalism for those who consider themselves liberal: “Social Security and Medicare do an excellent job of making sure that older Americans have their financial and health needs met.” One can, in fact, like both the equity-minded and need-minded features of such programs, regardless of ideological identification and without contradiction. Indeed, the widespread support these programs enjoy could be attributable to the fact that they do not force people to choose between fairness and compassion.




  Given my characterizations of conservatives and liberals, I would predict a reliable disagreement between them only on policies that force one to choose between equity and need. For example, Medicaid is an inequitable policy motivated by need; therefore, I would predict opposition to it from conservatives and support for it from liberals. As for the many issues that do not unambiguously offend people’s instinctual sense of fairness, I make no predictions about what conservatives and liberals should think. Frankly, I’ve met so many political hybrids in my time, intelligent all, that I’ve never understood the impulse—common among elites—to treat ideological coherence across all issues as the gold standard.




  The discrepancy between what self-described conservatives should believe and what they do believe is reminiscent of the normative versus descriptive distinction I introduced in the preceding chapter. Since political scientists have made the case elsewhere for the normative approach, I will do the same here for the descriptive approach.




  Consider the following analogy. If Taylor Swift sells 10 million copies of her album and Angel Olsen sells ten thousand of hers, a critic is nevertheless welcome to opine that Olsen’s album is better than Swift’s, or even that Swift’s fans have bad taste. However, the critic cannot say, without being wrong, that Olsen is more popular than Swift. Nor can the critic deny that Swift is tapping into something meaningful about what people want. In politics, if not in music, popularity matters more than elite opinion—10 million people are always more representative than 10,001. If an overwhelming majority of self-described conservatives support Social Security, then why consider it a liberal program, and why question the conservative credibility of those who support it? How could so many conservatives be wrong about what conservatism is?




  There is a lesson here for liberal elites too. If most of the people who support Social Security do so because it is equitable—and despite the fact that it is also redistributive—then liberals should not assume they have been given a green light to pursue other programs that do not have the same balance. In other words, liberals should not confuse widespread support for Social Security with widespread liberalism. The conservatism of self-described conservatives is not merely symbolic.




  In further defense of the competence of self-described conservatives, is it any wonder that they are confused about party affiliation and voting decisions? After all, they are equity-minded people given a choice between wealth-minded Republicans and need-minded Democrats. Need-minded citizens have a clear choice, whereas equity-minded citizens are constantly choosing between the lesser of two evils.




  Nor is my favorable opinion of the masses swayed by evidence that explicit knowledge of ideology—accurate and consistent answers to questions like “What is conservatism?” and “What policies are conservative?”—is rare among them.37 As a psychologist, I have learned that beliefs and behaviors are guided by implicit processes that operate outside of conscious awareness.38 Automatic injustice detection is such a process, and, more often than not, it produces accurate and consistent responses to policy proposals. Equity-minded citizens presented with a policy that violates the principle of equity will respond negatively, regardless of their explicit knowledge of conservatism.




  Equity-minded people could, of course, be fooled into thinking that an equitable policy is inequitable. For example, many Americans assume, incorrectly, that a single-payer health care system would benefit only those who do not get insurance through their employers. They could similarly be fooled into thinking that an inequitable policy is equitable, as evidenced by the belief that tax cuts for the rich will trickle down to everyone else. There are also examples of the inconsistent application of the equity principle over time, such as the gradual softening of negative attitudes toward Obamacare—an inequitable policy. As discussed in the preceding chapter, omission bias could explain this softening: it is easier to ignore the plight of the uninsured than it is to take insurance away from the newly insured.
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