
Why Are Liberals So Narrow-Minded?
Thomas P. Miller, University of Arizona

If you can’t be reasonable, there’s no point in talking.
Liberals often presume that reasonable people think as they do, and others should 

check the facts and rise above their prejudices.  

Who are you calling liberal?
The surge of populism has undercut distinctions between liberals and 

conservatives in ways we will review by looking at two Presidents who defined 

what it means to be liberal and conservative.

How can we deliberate together if we cannot agree on the facts?
While our “postfactual” politics have shaken our faith in reason, the world is not 

as bad we fear, and our fears distract us from achieving our best hopes.





Pew Research Center survey 
of 2000 US adults June 5-12, 2018

http://www.people-press.org/2018/06/20/voters-more-focused-on-control-of-congress-and-the-president-than-in-past-midterms/


Why liberals may be reasonable but not persuasive

Liberals seem to assume that

• Reasonable people know what’s good for them, or they can be 

taught it. 

• People are motivated by self-interest, so working people should 

support higher taxes on the rich and other liberal proposals.
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Don't Think of an Elephant!: Know Your Values and Frame 

the Debate--The Essential Guide for Progressives (2004) by 

George Lakoff argued that

• Political arguments are intuitive and not logical, strictly speaking.

• Reasoning is shaped by metaphors and stories more than evidence.

• Frames not only set the terms of debate, they set up the storylines.

• If you accept your opponent’s terms, you accept their frames.

– For example, the death tax, tax relief, and illegal immigrants

– As opposed to the estate tax, public funding, and migrant workers

Why liberals may be reasonable but not persuasive
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Trump’s greatest offenses against American tradition and 
our founding principles are his nativism and his promise 
of one-man rule. Not since George Wallace has there been 
a presidential candidate who made racial and religious 
scapegoating so central to his campaign. Trump launched 
his campaign talking about Mexican rapists and has gone on to 
rant about mass deportation, bans on Muslim immigration, 
shutting down mosques, and building a wall around America. 
America is an exceptional nation in large part because we’ve 
aspired to rise above such prejudices and guarantee life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness to everyone.



From a libertarian point of view — and I think serious 
conservatives and liberals would share this view —
Trump’s greatest offenses against American tradition and 
our founding principles are his nativism and his promise 
of one-man rule. Not since George Wallace has there been a 
presidential candidate who made racial and religious 
scapegoating so central to his campaign. Trump launched his 
campaign talking about Mexican rapists and has gone on to 
rant about mass deportation, bans on Muslim immigration, 
shutting down mosques, and building a wall around America. 
America is an exceptional nation in large part because we’ve 
aspired to rise above such prejudices and guarantee life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness to everyone.

“Conservatives against Trump” National Review 
David Boaz (January 2016)



Trumping Liberal and Conservative

Pew Research Center survey 
of 2000 US adults June 5-12, 2018
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Trumping Liberal and Conservative
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We are not as reasonable as we imagine

Haidt follows David Hume in concluding that 
“reason is the slave of the passions.” 

When people are presented with moral questions, 
their emotional centers are initially activated, and 
then their rational and discursive centers fire up as 
they articulate a justification for their moral feelings.  

Haidt’s analyses also draw on comparative studies 
of cultures in which moral questions are considered 
against group norms that define the rights and 
duties of individuals.

Feelings come first
Jonathan Haidt



Are these actions immoral?  If so, why?

Old Glory: After finding an old flag in a closet, a woman cuts it up 
into pieces and uses the rags to clean her toilet. 

A Promise to Mom: After promising his mother on her deathbed 
to visit her grave every week, a son finds he is too busy to keep 
his promise. 

Eating Our Best Friend: A couple's dog is killed by a car.  They 
had heard that dog meat is delicious, so they cook the dog and 
eat it.

Family Affairs: A brother and sister like to kiss each other 
passionately, and so they hide out to do it. 

(Haidt et al. “Affect, Culture & Morality”)

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.385.1825&rep=rep1&type=pdf


From Haidt’s 
Ted Talk “Moral 

Roots of 
Liberals and

Conservatives”

https://www.ted.com/talks/jonathan_haidt_on_the_moral_mind
https://www.ted.com/talks/jonathan_haidt_on_the_moral_mind
https://www.ted.com/talks/jonathan_haidt_on_the_moral_mind
https://www.ted.com/talks/jonathan_haidt_on_the_moral_mind
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So liberals are narrow minded, and 
conservatives are closed minded?

Haidt views morality as an evolutionary adaption of our tribal 
brain, which is hardwired to set us in opposition to outsiders, 
even those identified with an opposing team in a lab exercise.  

Conservative values are deeply attuned to defending the moral 
order of the community by maintaining duties to moral 
authorities and the purity of cherished values.  

Liberals by nature seek out and value differences because they 
are more open to change and attuned to individual differences.  

Both mindsets are vital to society, and people from both 
mindsets can work to listen and learn from the other.



When we are told we see groups whom

we distrust such as Russians,

we recognize others’ humanity less quickly.



The 
same 
dynamic 
leads us 
to view 
faces of 
other 
racial 
groups 
as “all 
looking 
the 
same.”



Our Discussion Thus Far

• Beneath the demographic divisions are profound differences in 

liberal and conservative mindsets.

• Those mindsets have distinctive psychological and moral 

characteristics.

• Our partisan brains can dehumanize those with opposing views.

• Liberals are narrow minded if they assume that 

reason governs how we think about politics.

• Such thinking has contributed to the failures of 

dispassionate liberals to win elections.



Remembering who we have been to

Reflect upon who we are about to become

Who are you calling liberal? 
• Issues that distinguish liberals and conservatives

• Historical changes in attitudes to those issues

How has your history shaped your politics?
• The politics of Millenials, Gen Xers, Boomers, and the Silent Generation

• Two realignment elections that continue to define what it means to be 

liberal and conservative

The Retrospective and Prospective Brain
• Reimagining the past to remember the future 



Constructive Memory:
The ghosts of past 

and future

Cognitive research shows that memory works less like a VCR than a 
bedtime story, insofar as we create our memories from bits and pieces of 
remembered experiences combined with broader narratives about who we 
are, and were.  The same areas of the brain that are involved with 
remembering the past are also involved in imagining the future.  People 
with memory problems also have problems with predicting events.

Daniel L. Schacter & 
Donna Rose Addis

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/6598120_Constructive_Memory_The_Ghosts_of_Past_and_Future


So how do we define liberalism and conservativism, 
and how have our attitudes to them changed 

1. Immigrants are a burden and take jobs.

2. Homosexuality should be discouraged  

3. Peace through strength.

4. Most corporations make a fair profit.

5. Stricter environmental laws cost jobs and hurt the economy.

6. Government regulations of business do more harm than good.

7. The government today can’t afford to do more to help the needy.

8. Government is wasteful and inefficient.

9. Poor people get government benefits without doing anything.

10.Racial discrimination is why Blacks can’t get ahead.

“The Partisan Divide. . . 
Grows Even Wider,” Pew 
Research Center (10/5/17)

file:///C:/Users/tpm/Documents/letters, service & reviews/community lectures/NAU lecture/readings/10-05-2017-Political-landscape-release.pdf


http://www.people-press.org/2017/10/05/1-partisan-divides-over-political-values-widen/1_2-16/
http://www.people-press.org/2017/10/05/1-partisan-divides-over-political-values-widen/1_2-16/
http://www.people-press.org/2017/10/05/1-partisan-divides-over-political-values-widen/1_2-16/
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When you reflect on your life, what 
changes have shaped your politics, 
and your generation?



Which Presidents did you come of age with?  
Which did you first vote for?
Which do you consider your models?
Which do you think could turn our country around today?







Pew  
2003

A better 
version

http://www.people-press.org/2003/11/05/part-1-party-affiliation/
http://www.people-press.org/interactives/party-id-trend/
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liberal and conservative 
politics in obvious and 
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• One is hated by liberals as a war monger who made 
historic tax cuts early in office, escalated the Cold War, 
built a booming economy, and reduced unemployment 
and the national debt.  



Two Presidents anchor 
liberal and conservative 
politics in obvious and 
less obvious ways.

• One is hated by liberals as a war monger who made 
historic tax cuts early in office, escalated the Cold War, 
built a booming economy, and reduced unemployment 
and the national debt.  

• And the other is Ronald Reagan



Two Presidents anchor 
liberal and conservative 
politics in obvious and 
less obvious ways.

• One is hated by liberals as a war monger who made 
historic tax cuts early in office, escalated the Cold War, 
built a booming economy, and reduced unemployment 
and the national debt.  

• And the other is Ronald Reagan



1964 was a historic year for both. 



1964 was a historic year for both. 



1964 was a historic year for both. 



1964, the year Camelot died and 
the Great Society was born.



1964, the year Camelot died and 
the Great Society was born.



1964, the year Camelot died and 
the Great Society was born.



1964, the year Camelot died and 
the Great Society was born.



1964, the year Camelot died and 
the Great Society was born.



1964, the year Camelot died and 
the Great Society was born.



The Great Society

“I never thought I’d have the power,” 

Johnson told Richard Goodwin, who 

wrote the Great Society speech. “I 

wanted power to use it. And I’m going 

to use it. We’ve got to use the 

Kennedy program as a springboard to 

take on the Congress, summon the 

states to new heights, create a 

Johnson program, different in tone, 

fighting and aggressive,” he said. “Hell, 

we’ve barely begun to solve our 

problems. And we can do it all.”



Great Society Programs

• 1964 Civil Rights Act

• 1964 Twenty-Fourth Amendment 

(Poll taxes)

• 1964 Economic Opportunity Act 

(Job Corps, VISTA, Head Start)

• 1965 Medicare Act and Medicaid 

• 1965 Department of Housing 

and Urban Development

• 1966 Metropolitan Area 

Redevelopment Act

• 1965 Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act

• 1965 Higher Education Act

• 1965 National Foundations on 

the Arts & the Humanities

• 1965 Voting Rights Act

• 1965 Immigration Act

• 1965 Wilderness 

Preservation Act

• 1965 Water Quality Act

• 1965 Clean Air Act 

• 1966 Truth in Packaging Act

• 1966 National Traffic Act

• 1967 Corporation for Public 

Broadcasting

• 1967 Air Quality Act



• To preserve and extend freedom is the 

political challenge of our time

• Welfare is “a private concern … 

promoted by individuals and families, by 

churches, private hospitals, religious 

service organizations, community 

charities.” 

• Limit government, end subsidies, impose 

a flat tax.

• Win the Cold War, with nuclear weapons 

if needed
From his Acceptance Speech:

“I would remind you that extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice! 

And let me remind you also that moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue!”
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• Openness to 
Change

• Harm

• Fairness

• Empathy
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• Tolerance

• Equality

• Justice

• Diversity

• Environment

• Civil Rights

• Law & Order

• Defense

• Anti-
Government

• Patriotism

• Faith

• Family

• Virtues of 
Hard Work

• Personal 
Freedom



The government is not the solution 

to our problem; government is the 

problem. . . .We’ve been tempted to 

believe that society has become too 

complex to be managed by self-rule, 

that government by an elite group is 

superior to government for, by, and of 

the people. But if no one among us is 

capable of governing himself, then 

who among us has the capacity to 

govern someone else?

First Inaugural Address, 1981

The Reagan Revolution

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/ronaldreagandfirstinaugural.html


Darman and others have 
argued that between them, 
Johnson and Reagan Wrecked 
Our Faith in Government as an 
agent of positive change. 

https://www.thedailybeast.com/how-lbj-and-reagan-wrecked-our-faith-in-government








Trump: The New Reagan?

https://www.rushlimbaugh.com/daily/2018/01/31/trump-the-new-reagan/




It is time for us to realize that we are too great a nation to limit

ourselves to small dreams. We're not, as some would have us believe,

doomed to an inevitable decline. . .

So with all the creative energy at our command, let us begin an era of

national renewal. Let us renew our determination, our courage, and

our strength. And let us renew our faith and our hope. We have every

right to dream heroic dreams.

Those who say that we’re in a time when there are no heroes -- they

just don’t know where to look. You can see heroes every day going in

and out of factory gates. . . . You meet heroes across a counter -- and

they’re on both sides of that counter. There are entrepreneurs with

faith in themselves and faith in an idea who create new jobs, new

wealth and opportunity.

Ronald Reagan, First Inaugural Address, 1981

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/ronaldreagandfirstinaugural.html




We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though 
passion may have strained it must not break our bonds of affection. The 
mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot 
grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will 
yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they 

will be, by the better angels of our nature.  
Abraham Lincoln, First Inaugural Address, 1861

The research we have reviewed
shows that it is easier to scare
people than it is to give them
hope, especially in a world that
is full of scary things. One of
the most powerful ways to foster
hope is to take stock of positive
trends. There are more of them
than we often imagine.

According to Steven Pinker, The 
Better Angels of Our Nature are
• Empathy, 
• Self-Control,
• Our Moral Sense, the “norms and 

taboos . . in a culture," and
• Reason, which can enable us "to 

extract ourselves from our 
parochial vantage points."

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/lincoln1.asp
https://stevenpinker.com/publications/better-angels-our-nature


But if we can’t talk, how can we be reasonable?

• In our heart, we know we’re right, so why should we listen.

• We are awash in “fake news” and “alternative facts.”

• We are faced with deepening divides that can seem unbridgeable.

• We are governed by those who feed our fears to deepen divisions.

• We seem to be guided by our nightmares not our dreams, and

• It is all so depressing why not it turn off and retreat into our own 
private lives.



The Virtues of Facts

Rosling defines factfulness as “the stress-

reducing habit of only carrying opinions for 

which you have strong supporting facts.” This 

mindfulness can help us reflect on our 

presumptions and engage others in questioning 

the misunderstandings that arise from the 

tendencies we have discussed, including

 The biases toward negativity that foster our worst fears,

 The tendency to focus on extremes and ignore the expansive gap in 

between (where most of a population or range is found), 

 The related tendency to project trends and generalize from examples, 

 And the consequent tendency to propose quick solutions and blame 

opponents in ways that fuel fatalism and sap self-efficacy.



un fils fait de l’art
avec sa mère de 
91 ans pour la faire 
sentir à nouveau 
jeune,
Tony Luciani, July 2016

https://www.pinterest.ph/pin/117938083971425570/?lp=true

