
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313729864

Authoritarianism

Chapter · December 2017

DOI: 10.1016/B978-0-12-809324-5.05481-X

CITATION

1
READS

7,449

2 authors:

Andreas Hadjar

Université de Fribourg

202 PUBLICATIONS   3,069 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Klaus Boehnke

Constructor University

325 PUBLICATIONS   8,739 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Andreas Hadjar on 20 October 2017.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313729864_Authoritarianism?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313729864_Authoritarianism?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andreas-Hadjar?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andreas-Hadjar?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Universite-de-Fribourg?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andreas-Hadjar?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Klaus-Boehnke?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Klaus-Boehnke?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Klaus-Boehnke?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andreas-Hadjar?enrichId=rgreq-73d9f20653a2ce9b7e6aecba8ef99ad2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMzcyOTg2NDtBUzo1NTE0Njc4ODg3NzkyNjRAMTUwODQ5MTU5ODA0Mg%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


Provided for non-commercial research and educational use.
Not for reproduction, distribution or commercial use.

This article was originally published in the online Reference Module in Neuroscience and
Biobehavioral Psychology, published by Elsevier, and the attached copy is provided by

Elsevier for the author's benefit and for the benefit of the author's institution, for
non-commercial research and educational use including without limitation use in
instruction at your institution, sending it to specific colleagues who you know, and

providing a copy to your institution's administrator.

All other uses, reproduction and distribution, including
without limitation commercial reprints, selling or
licensing copies or access, or posting on open

internet sites, your personal or institution’s website or
repository, are prohibited. For exceptions, permission

may be sought for such use through Elsevier’s
permissions site at:

http://www.elsevier.com/locate/permissionusematerial

From Hadjar, A., Boehnke, K., 2017. Authoritarianism. In: John Stein, J.S. (Ed.),
Reference Module in Neuroscience and Biobehavioral Psychology. Elsevier, pp. 1–6.

ISBN: 9780128093245
© 2017 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Elsevier

Author's personal copy

http://www.elsevier.com/locate/permissionusematerial


Authoritarianismq

Andreas Hadjar, University of Luxembourg, Esch-sur-Alzette, Luxembourg
Klaus Boehnke, Jacobs University Bremen, Bremen, Germany

� 2017 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Authoritarianism: The Concept 1
Historical Background 1
Concept of the Authoritarian Personality 2
Criticism 2
Contemporary Developments of the Authoritarianism Concept 3
Similar Contemporary Concepts 3

Correlates of Authoritarianism 3
Antecedents 3
Class, Socioeconomic Status, and Education 3
Family Socialization 4
Cross-cultural Differences 4

Consequences 5
Treatment Approaches 5
References 5
Further Reading 5

Glossary
Attitude Persistent mental state of readiness to react to
a certain object or class of objects in a certain way; learned
disposition to behave in a consistent way toward a given
class of objects.
Disposition Relatively long-lasting emotionally rooted
attitude.
Ethnocentrism Tendency to divide the social world into
groups with which one identifies and to which one submits
(in-groups) and groups of outsiders (out-groups) to which
one is hostile; characterized by glorification of the in-group
and defamation of the out-group.

Personality structure Unit that underlies individual ways
of behaving and gives consistency to otherwise
contradictory-seeming mannerisms and behavioral or
attitudinal specialties.
Personality syndrome Acquired pattern of personality
characteristics bearing resemblance to the personality
structures of others who shared similar experiences and
problems and made similar adaptations.
Xenophobia Abnormal fear of strangers.

Authoritarianism: The Concept

There is no concept in the social sciences that is more closely connected to the events in Germany and throughout the world in the
1930s and 1940s than the authoritarianism concept. For decades, this approach served as the main explanation of fascism and anti-
democratic thoughts or action in psychology. Today it is used to explain a variety of social phenomena ranging from right-wing
extremism and other authoritarian tendencies, as well as voting behavior to acts of political violence throughout the world.

Historical Background

Precursors of the authoritarianism concept can be traced back to the early and mid-1930s. At that time Marxist psychoanalyst
Wilhelm Reich studied voting behavior of Germans between 1929 and 1933 to find reasons for the increase in the number of
voters for the fascist NSDAP party from less than 1 million to approximately 17 million voters during that period. Within his
framework of thinking, he concluded that ideologies of subordination to authority were internalized by subordinate individuals
and eventually became a stable personality structure. Some years later, researchers of the so-called Frankfurt School, such as Erich
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Fromm, Theodor W. Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse, carried out a study on “Authority and Family” and system-
atized the idea of an authoritarian personality structure that is strongly determined by the societal context. In the 1940s, members of
the Frankfurt School, who were forced to leave Germany due to their Jewish and Marxist background, engaged in a much larger
research projectdpartly supported by the American Jewish Committeedin their US exile. Influenced by their experience of racism
and inhumanity in fascist Germany, the group around Adorno set out to uncover psychological forces that promote fascist and anti-
democratic attitudes and to find possible ways to fight fascist tendencies in society. They used quantitative and qualitative research
methods (e.g., questionnaire-based surveys and qualitative semi-structured interviews). Individuals surveyed in the US-based
studies were mainly students and members of the American middle class.

Concept of the Authoritarian Personality

The main proposition of Adorno was that the political, economic, and social attitudes of an individual form a coherent structure of
thought, which is an expression of an underlying, hidden personality structure. In accordance with Freudian psychodynamic theory,
this personality structure is assumed to have developed during early childhood. Authoritarian relations within the family, an
authoritarian parenting style, and a general lack of love and warmth determine it. Antidemocratic individuals often experience feel-
ings of hatred against authoritiesdnamely their father as the family’s bread winnerdduring their childhood. Because they never
were able to express this hatred in any way against their father or their parents, they direct such feelings of hatred toward convenient
scapegoatsdinferiors and social minorities (e.g., immigrants/foreigners, homosexuals, or the handicapped)dlater in life. Main
characteristics of authoritarian personalities include a preoccupation with superiority and one-upmanship, an intolerance of
behavior and objects that are different, a tendency to classify all things into black and white/right and wrong, a strict adherence
to received views and prevailing social trends, and superficial respect for authority figures. Adorno et al. developed the so-called
F-scale (fascism scale) to measure such an antidemocratic personality structure (Fig. 1).

The scale is constructed to measure a syndrome that comprises nine dimensions or subscales not always present simultaneously:

1. Conventionalism: rigid adherence to the conventional values of the middle class
2. Authoritarian submission: an uncritical and submissive attitude toward idealized in-group authorities
3. Authoritarian aggression: a tendency to look out for and to condemn, reject, and punish people who violate conventional values
4. Anti-intraception: rejection of all inwardness, of the subjective, the imaginative, the tender-minded, and of self-criticism
5. Superstition and stereotypicality: the belief in mystical determinants of the individual’s fate, a disposition to think in rigid

categories
6. Power and toughness: a preoccupation with the dimension of dominance–submission, strong–weak, leader–follower; identi-

fication with power figures; overemphasis on the conventionalized attributes of the ego; exaggerated assertion of strength and
toughness

7. Destructiveness and cynicism: a generalized hostility and vilification of the human
8. Projectivity: to project unconscious emotional impulses onto the outside world and to believe that wild, evil, and dangerous

things go on in the world
9. Sexuality: an exaggerated concern with sexual matters

Criticism

The accomplishment of Adorno et al. was to create an insight into the phenomenon of an authoritarian personality. However, there
are methodological and empirical limitations. One of the foremost points of criticism is that the theory attempts to explain societal
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Figure 1 The authoritarianism construct.
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processes (Germany’s turn to fascism) on the basis of knowledge about individual personality development. Another major criti-
cism is that the authoritarianism concept and the F-scale questions appear highly ideological. This criticism is repudiated by
a number of psychologists, including Gerda Lederer, who points out that F-scale items are related to moral and individual values,
human relations, the self, family, and sexuality and are not at all ideological. At least the popular reception of the concept, however,
is highly politicized. Particularly in the 1950s, it was used to characterize not only fascist but also communist movements. Yet other
points of criticism are concerned with methodological problems of Adorno’s empirical work, indicating, for instance, a sampling
problem. Adorno generalized from a nonprobability sample that consisted of white middle-class Americans. Also, several studies
showed problems with the construct validity of the F-scale, i.e., they doubt that the F-scale measures exactly what it intends to
measure. Furthermore, semi-structured interviews conducted with individuals in order to gain information on their parents’ educa-
tional style were criticized as being more of a memory exercise than a pool of information about parental authoritarianism. Some
studies replicating Adorno’s work found no evidence to support the central findings, particularly on the impact of authoritarian
socialization. One study even reports evidence for a positive relationship between authoritarianism and xenophilia. However,
taking into account the multitude of existing studies, one can see the existence of the phenomenon authoritarian personality as
confirmed.

Contemporary Developments of the Authoritarianism Concept

A major scientific debate centers on the role of context for authoritarianism. While the psychodynamic foundations of the author-
itarianism concept neglect social contextddrawing special attention to early-childhood experiences and biological predisposi-
tiondcontemporary authoritarianism research conceptualizes authoritarianism not only as a personality syndrome, but also as
a response to situational conditions, that is, as being influenced by societal and individual conditions, threats and ideological
climates. Accordingly, Oesterreich (2005) speaks of an “authoritarian reaction.”

The initiator of the new research stream on authoritarianism is Robert Altemeyer. His approach leaves the theoretical basis of the
Freudian psychodynamic theory behind and focuses on learning processes highlighting agents of socialization, such as family and
peer group, and the context of society. In his work the so-called right-wing authoritarianism is influenced by situation or environ-
ment rather than just personality development. Altemeyer (1988) reduces the dimensions of authoritarianism to three: authori-
tarian submission, authoritarian aggression, and conventionalism.

Another fruitful stream of contemporary authoritarianism research relates authoritarianism to threat and fear (e.g., Duckitt,
2001). Combining classical assumptions with the threat theory conceptualized by Stephan and Stephan (2000), authoritarianism
appears to be a consequence of rapid social change perceived as individual or collective threat (e.g., unemployment, processes of
culture change)das outlined by Rippl et al. (2007).

Furthermore, in the 1980s and later, many social scientists attempted to develop new instruments to measure the authoritarian
personality. Others tried to explore by qualitative research methods the conditions that lead to such a personality structure. Recently
there have also been calls to reintegrate psychodynamic thinking into contemporary authoritarianism research (Kornyeyeva and
Boehnke, 2013).

Similar Contemporary Concepts

There are two contemporary competitors to the authoritarianism concept. During the past decade, Sidanius and Pratto (1999)
studied what they call the social dominance orientation (SDO). SDO refers to fundamental values to accept social hierarchies. These
values form a personality structure in the Freudian sense and determine so-called legitimizing myths, which are moral and intel-
lectual justifications of individual or institutional discrimination. Whereas SDO still recognizes psychodynamic assumptions,
the concept of hierarchic self-interest (HSI) is based on a paradigm of lifelong socialization in a market-oriented economy. HSI
is an expression of the individual effort to perform “better than others” in a hierarchically structured society, an internalized elbow
mentality, and it appears as a syndrome of values that comprises three core dimensions (success orientation, competitiveness, and
individualism), as Hagan et al. (1998) showed in their youth studies. Since HSI is a syndrome and second-order construct (see Fig. 2
for an example from empirical research), it is not ultimately determined but can be modified by integrating other first-order factors
(e.g., Machiavellianism and acceptance of social inequality). HSI turned out to be a stable predictor of xenophobia. This finding is in
a way paradoxical because market-oriented HSI values apparently leaddunder the condition of increasingly limited resourcesdto
a tendency of ethnocentric market restriction. Roots of HSI are seen in modes of workforce participation of men and women and
parental styles so that high HSI values may be interpreted as expressions of familial or socioeconomic disintegration.

Correlates of Authoritarianism

Antecedents

Class, Socioeconomic Status, and Education
Empirical evidence suggests that authoritarianism is found among the lower classes to a higher degree than among the middle
classes. Lipset assumes in his working class authoritarianism thesis that lower classes tend to have an authoritarian view on
politics; therefore, they are more likely to support extremist movements that promise fast and simple solutions to social
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problems and that blame inferior scapegoats for the problems. This authoritarian view results from low education, the degree
of isolation of the class, economic and psychological uncertainty, and the specific family life in lower classes. People origi-
nating from deprived classes have fewer resources to cope with threats. In regard to education, the lower authoritarianism
of more highly-educated does not only relate to their specific economic (financial) resources, but also to higher cognitive skills
in dealing with problems, reflection skills and their distinct socialization environments. Depending on the exact kind of
authoritarianism scale that was used and how class was measured, results of empirical studies support this thesis, particularly
the influence of education on authoritarianism. A higher level of education seems to be the decisive characteristic of non-
authoritarian people.

Family Socialization
Adorno et al. (1950) emphasize the role of the family for the development of the authoritarian personality. Other scientists
studied the mechanisms that lie behind the relationship of socialization and authoritarianism in more detail. They suggested
that the transmission of authoritarian attitudes from parents onto children depends heavily on the strength of social and
emotional ties between parents and children. Central to an authoritarian socialization are parenting styles that encompass
violence and do not recognize the needs of children. Authoritarian families usually are ruled by the father and do not allow
children to participate in family decisions.

Cross-cultural Differences
In dealing with the concept of authoritarianism, it must be discussed whether this concept applies only to the Western world or
whether it is universal. Based on data from more than 100 countries, Meleon et al. (1988) show that there is a strong relation-
ship between culture, attitudes, and politics. State authoritarianism is highly related to authoritarian attitudes among the citi-
zens. These attitudes seem to result from a culture that is based on hierarchies and a traditional family structure. Comparisons
of authoritarianism among adolescents in East and West Germany after the fall of the Berlin Wall show very clearly that
different socialization cultures lead to different degrees of authoritarianism: East German adolescents agreed with authoritarian
statements more than West Germans did. However, scales to measure authoritarianism cannot be used throughout the world in
the same way and the same composition. Words and contexts are interpreted differently in different cultures. Studies in Japan,
for example, showed that authoritarian structures and authoritarian attitudes do exist but cannot be measured in terms of
authoritarianism instruments that suit the US.
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Consequences

The best studied and most powerful relation is the one obtained for authoritarianism and ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism is an atti-
tude characterized by the glorification of one’s own group (in-group) and the defamation and discrimination of other groups (out-
group). Xenophobia, racism, and nationalism are other orientations similar to ethnocentrism. An authoritarian personality tends to
be more ethnocentric. Under certain circumstances (situational factors), the just mentioned attitudes can lead to discrimination,
violence, and hate crimes.

Authoritarianism is also connected to other attitudes, namely sexism, anti-Semitism, cognitive rigidity (dogmatism), and polit-
ical and economic conservatism. Authoritarian personalities tend to devalue women, homosexuals, Jews, but also Muslims. They
strongly support the market economic system and back conservative political movements. Authoritarianism also may explain
oppression, chauvinism, and negative put-downs on the individual level and the level of society. Many of the empirical findings
on consequences of authoritarianismmay, however, rightly be accused of bearing an element of tautology because almost all conse-
quences addressed could also be seen as elements of the authoritarian syndrome per se.

Treatment Approaches

From knowledge about explanatory factors of authoritarianism, particularly socialization, a list of treatment measures can be
derived. The founders of the Frankfurt School suggested enlightenment and an education fostering responsibility. That means
making the mechanisms of society transparent to a broad audience. The psychologist Kurt Lewin (1948), who conducted
several experiments on group conflict in small groups, pointed out that democratically acting group leaders are necessary to
prevent authoritarianism. Group leaders as well as all other group members must be enabled to play their role in the demo-
cratic process. Authoritarian leadership styles must be replaced by consultative and participative leadership styles. To support
this process of democratization, the democratic leader has to leave space for self-determination with clearly defined and
reasoned borders to the group members rather than predetermining a more or less restricted space with rigid borders. Demo-
cratic skills cannot be passed on in a simple way; they must be learned and interactively developed in every generation, in all
institutions of society, including the family, the school, and the workplace. Whereas a Freudian approach to authoritarianism
would suggest that there is no treatment for authoritarian personalities in adulthood, from the perspective of lifelong social-
ization a remedy seems possible. To push back authoritarian tendencies in daily life settings, people’s integration into groups
(working groups, peer groups, and families) must be supported. People must be given participation opportunities in group
decisions; rules, actions, and decisions shall be explained to them in a detailed and reasoned way; they shall be encouraged
to look at themselves and others from different perspectives; and every kind of rigid discipline and physical or mental violence
must be absent in dealing with people who tend to be authoritarian.

Considering the situational perspective, society needs to address certain threats and in particular its causes (e.g., unemployment,
poverty, war, discrimination) to reduce authoritarianism. Providing people with equal opportunities to “produce” their well-being
may be the best way to tackle authoritarian thinking.
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