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Writing autobiographical narratives increases political conservatism☆ Joris Lammers a,⁎, Travis Proulx b a b
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H I G H L I G H T S • Writing a chronological autobiography increases respondents' political conservatism. • Counter-chronological or biographical (about someone else) narratives have no effect. • This effect is limited to the core of conservatism: resistance to political change.
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a b s t r a c t Two experiments show that writing chronological autobiographical narratives increases political conservatism, deﬁned as an ideology of resistance to social change. When writing chronological autobiographical narratives, we hypothesized that people would re-experience the events of their life in a way that portrays the current situation as the result of past personal actions and choices. This awareness should evoke a general sense that the current situation is not the result of chaos and randomness, but that the way things are is the way things should be. This sense of order makes people feel that the status quo should be maintained and causes a corresponding shift towards resisting social change. Experiment 1 shows that only writing chronological autobiographical narratives increase political conservatism. Experiment 2 shows that only writing autobiographical narratives increases political conservatism. Together, these experiments demonstrate that the experience of writing chronological autobiographies systematically affects political thinking. © 2013 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.



Introduction One of the most basic questions in politics – in fact, a question that precedes any discussion on the content of new policy – is whether it is better to maintain the current social order or attempt to improve it. Since the French revolution, Western conservatives have argued that we should refrain from making drastic changes (Burke, 1790/1993; De Maistre, 1796/2006; Kirk, 1953), while progressives have advocated for social, political, or economic reforms. For example, progressives have responded to the current ﬁnancial crisis with efforts to curb the inﬂuence of the ﬁnancial sector, while conservatives prefer to maintain the current economic order (Davies, 2010; Posner, 2009). Often, it is found that politically progressive or conservative inclinations of individuals are rooted in salient social variables such as relative wealth and prosperity. Wealthy people have a stake in conserving the status quo to protect their advantageous position (Edwards, 1970; Olson, 1965; Smelser, 1962). More recently, considerable attention
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has been paid to the relationship between conservative beliefs and relative intolerance for heightened threat (for an overview, see Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003). In the current manuscript, we aim to show that levels of political conservatism can also be affected by cues to personal agency and choice. Speciﬁcally, we aim to show that if people write an autobiographical narrative – a story about their own life, told from birth to the present – they become more politically conservative, in the sense that they prefer to maintain society as it is and oppose political changes. Conservatism This prediction builds on the notion that personal choice, development over time, and appreciation of the resulting order are central to the politically conservative mindset. Conservatism developed in reaction to the French Revolution of 1789 (Ball & Dagger, 1999; Kirk, 1953). These early political conservatives believed that the prerevolutionary inequalities were not the result of chance, but served society as a whole — perhaps even in ways that our limited intellectual abilities could not comprehend. In the conservative mind, the utopian thinking of progressives is naive and dangerous. Rash and reckless attempts to improve society ignore the complexities of society and the functions of inequality. Conservatives therefore believe that the
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current social order needs to be maintained or conserved — hence the name conservatism (Burke, 1790/1993; De Maistre, 1796/2006; O’Sullivan, 2003). As we explain in more detail below, in many countries conservatism is associated with more than just aversion to change. For example, in the United States it is commonly associated with defense of Christian values, capital punishment and gun-ownership. Here we focus on what is the core of political conservatism: the feeling that government should avoid attempting to alter society, because these attempts underestimate the complexities of social structure as an order that slowly developed over a lengthy period of time. To be clear, this does not mean that progressives lack historical knowledge or downplay history (e.g. Marx, 1992/1867). But progressives are more likely to analyze social inequality as resulting from social factors that operate in the here and now, and ﬁnd inequality undesirable mainly because it creates unhappiness in the present (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1944/2002; Bobbio, 1996; Giddens, 1998). Conversely, conservatives point to social development over time. If inequality has grown out of some people making wiser decisions than others, then conservatives do not see a need to address these inequalities by changing the system. This does not mean that they prefer inequality or take pleasure in other people's suffering. They may even contribute substantially to charity. Nevertheless, they oppose efforts to address inequality by directly altering the existing social or political system. Conservatives would argue that artiﬁcially leveling these historically manifested inequalities through system changes punishes better choices and rewards poor ones (Friedman, 1962; Hayek, 1944). Autobiographical Narratives Given the central presumption of personal historical choice and development over time in the politically conservative mindset, we propose that writing autobiographical narratives can activate the same general worldview. Generally speaking, autobiographical narratives offer oneself as a narrative center of gravity (Dennett, 1996), in the form of a progress narrative — a ﬁrst-person story about how one has faced and overcome past challenges to arrive at one's current situation. These narratives also address the mistakes one has made that caused current difﬁculties (McAdams, 2001, 2008; McAdams & Pals, 2006). These autobiographical life narratives are more than simple, incoherent timelines of unrelated events. Rather, autobiographical narratives consist of causes and consequences and portray personal change as meaningful development. Previous personal decisions are understood as the central determinant of one's current situation. This element of personal choice appears to reinforce any natural inclination to imagine that the way things are is the way that they should be. More generally, people are so inclined to believe that how it is, is how it ought to be (Hume, 1740/2000), such that imagining important life events as the result of chance, rather than choice, constitutes a serious violation of their understanding of the world (Kray et al., 2010). A notion of natural personal development is central to autobiographies, and is also the central justiﬁcation for political conservatism. We expect that if people write their autobiographical narratives, then this makes salient the personal decisions that they have made over their lifetime and that have contributed to their current personal situation. Writing narratives increases the salience of one' personal decisions and it decreases the salience of luck, chance, and fortune as the driving causes behind one's current state. As such, we expect that writing autobiographical narratives will temporarily accentuate the role of personal development in social outcomes and thus heighten support for a political ideology that defends the social status quo based on the development that preceded it: political conservatism. After all, if the current status quo is, to a large extent, the result of luck and chance (as liberal ideology holds), then people may view it
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necessary to change society. But if the current status quo is the result of personal decisions and personal development (as conservatism holds), then the status quo is fair and legitimate and needs to be maintained. Because writing autobiographical narratives highlights the causal role of those personal decisions and stress personal development, it should also lead to an intuitive preference to maintain the status quo or even an aversion against making drastic changes. In other words, it should lead to political conservatism. Following this logic, this effect should be primarily produced through narratives that are experienced in chronological order. After all, causality follows chronological order (Hume, 1748/2007). If we tell a chronological story, we are automatically inclined to explain the reasons for which Situation 1 changed into Situation 2. In summarizing one's life, for example, a person may explain that she was ﬁrst in grammar school, where she began to enjoy math and receive correspondingly good grades and that she therefore decided to start studying mathematics at university. In fact, chronology is essential to perceiving development and social causality and, in fact, may even lead to a false sense of causality (the “post hoc ergo propter hoc” fallacy; Hume, 1748/2007). In contrast, counter-chronological narratives obscure causality. A counter-chronological story does not easily allow identifying causes and consequences, since it requires explaining how certain consequences were undone because certain causes dissolved (i.e., going back further in time). To stick with the same example, in a counter-chronological story, that same person would merely say that she studied mathematics at university and before that attended grammar school. Going backwards means that the consequences have already been told before the cause is discussed, making it superﬂuous to explain that causal link. As a result, counter-chronological stories miss a sense of development over time. Life-events are seen as isolated experiences rather than as causes and consequences in a coherent story. Furthermore, following the same logic, writing autobiographical stories (about one's own life) should be particularly effective in producing this effect on political conservatism, compared to writing biographical stories (about the lives of others). After all, when people write autobiographical narratives, it will be easy for them to recognize their own personal choices, the causal effects of those choices, and the resulting personal development over time. Own decisions are easily available and people will have no difﬁculty seeing the reasons why they preferred to follow one course over the other. In fact, even if they no longer know the reasons why they made certain decisions, they will easily construct these reasons post-hoc. But when people write biographies on the lives of others, they fail to see such agency and development, because the lives of others are relatively opaque. Rather than a meaningful story, the lives of others appear to us as a list of events, rather than as a meaningful story that highlights personal choice and strategy. We are witnesses, rather than actors (Gergen & Gergen, 1983). From a philosophical point of view, it may even be argued that we can only see causality in what we personally experience. When observing events outside ourselves, we can only observe correlation (Hume, 1748/2007). That is, when writing a biography, we may be certain that the protagonist chose a certain path, but we are never certain why. Personal experience is crucial to seeing causality. In sum, we expect that only chronological, autobiographical narratives increase conservatism. This interplay of autobiographical narrative and political conservatism that we presently aim to demonstrate is hinted at in several recent studies. For example, Savani and colleagues showed that focusing participants' attention on their personal choices decreased support for policies that promote equality and increased their support for policies promoting individual rights (Savani, Stephens, & Markus, 2011). Similarly, if students are asked to describe the hard work and personal development that led them to be accepted into Stanford University, this decreases their support for public health care. Conversely, asking students to list the elements
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of chance and good fortune that impacted their life softens their opinion on restrictions of unemployment beneﬁts (Bryan, Dweck, Ross, Kay, & Mislavsky, 2009). Both lines of work demonstrate that highlighting personal choices and development increase political conservatism and lead people to defend elements of an unequal status quo — even if their personal choices are generally unrelated to broader political worldviews, per se.



capture different, context-relative aspects of conservative thought, such as nationalism (‘The Netherlands is the best country in the world to live in’), protestant work ethic (‘Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve’ and ‘Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness’), cultural optimism versus pessimism (‘Our society is getting worse every year’), and “pure” system justiﬁcation (‘Most policies serve the greater good’ and ‘In general, you ﬁnd society to be fair’).



Measuring Conservatism as Resistance to Change



Pilot Study



In sum, the current paper predicts that chronological, autobiographical narratives will make the role of personal development over time more salient in determining outcomes, and heighten accessibility of the politically conservative worldview that follows from this understanding: a resistance to making social and political changes and a preference to conserve the status quo. We test this prediction by asking participants (in the experimental condition) to write a chronological autobiographical narrative before answering items on political attitudes. Importantly, when measuring those political attitudes, we focus mainly on political conservatism as a resistance to social and political change. We aim to measure this with items such as “Society should remain as it is now” or “It would be bad to radically change society.” As explained above, this sentiment of conserving the status quo is at the heart of conservatism, a political ideology that resulted from aversion against the drastic changes imposed by the French Revolution (Burke, 1790/1993; De Maistre, 1796/2006) and subsequent social and political changes (Ball & Dagger, 1999; Kirk, 1953; O’Sullivan, 2003). This preference to conserve still forms the core issue of conservatism, and indeed lends its name to the label. But it is not the only aspect of political conservatism. Over the course of the past two centuries, conservatives in different countries and different political contexts have also added other context-speciﬁc elements of the conservative agenda. For example, in the United States, conservatism is also strongly associated with support for traditional Christian values, tax cuts, military spending and capital punishment — beliefs that are not necessarily shared by conservatives in many other countries, and which would be classiﬁed as neoliberal or market-liberal in other national contexts. Following from our reasoning, we of course do not expect that chronological biographical narratives affect attitudes on Christianity, agriculture, military spending, or deregulation. We only expect it to increase the conservative core element of resistance to change and preference to maintain the relative status quo. These considerations are relevant to how we measure conservatism. Many psychological scales have been proposed to measure political conservatism. One popular scale is the System Justiﬁcation scale by Kay and Jost (2003). These scale measures include items measuring resistance to change, but also includes others, speciﬁc conservative beliefs, such as nationalism, protestant work ethic, and cultural pessimism. As such, this scale is constructed within the speciﬁc cultural context of American political conservatism around the turn of the century. As the primary focus of this paper is on political conservatism as a general preference to conserve and maintain the status quo, our ﬁrst and foremost interest lies in the above mentioned new scale that only measures a general resistance to political change with items such as ‘Society should remain as it is now’ or ‘It would be bad to radically change society’. Yet because it is used so often, we also include the System Justiﬁcation scale by Kay and Jost (2003). Following our reasoning, however, we should only – or at least mainly – expect an effect on scale items that tap speciﬁcally into this general resistance to change. Speciﬁcally, these items are ‘Dutch (originally: American) society needs to be radically restructured’ (reverse-scored) and ‘In general, the Dutch political system functions as it should’. We expect that writing autobiographical narratives will affect these items, in the sense that it increases resistance to change. We do not expect a (strong) effect on the other six items that



We found initial support for our ideas in a pilot study, in which we asked 25 Dutch Bachelor Psychology students from Tilburg University to write about their life in chronological order and 25 students to write about their life in counter-chronological order (of those, one was deleted because she accidentally wrote in chronological order instead). Immediately afterwards, we asked participants to complete a simple four-item scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .82) that measures conservatism as resistance to change. These were ‘Society should remain as it is now,’ ‘The major institutions in our society should remain unchanged,’ ‘The way society is settled now, it is good,’ and ‘It would be bad to radically change society,’ all between fully disagree (1) and fully agree (7) and were combined in one political conservatism scale. An Analysis of Variance testing the effect of condition on that conservatism scale showed that participants in the chronological condition were more conservative (M = 4.55, SD = 1.04) than participants in the counterchronological condition (M = 3.88, SD = 1.05), F(1, 47) = 3.85, p = .056, η2p = .08. There were no main or interaction effects of gender in this or the subsequent studies we report. Furthermore, we also asked three independent raters, all blind to predictions, to measure the degree to which the autobiographical stories portrayed agentic causation, by rating whether they had a meaningful storyline that identiﬁed causes and consequences, between not at all (1) and very much (5) (alpha = .72). We found that the stories in the chronological narrative condition scored higher on agentic causation (M = 3.85, SD = 0.88) than the stories in the counter-chronological condition (M = 3.14, SD = 0.82), t(47) = 2.95, p = .005. Reading and comparing the stories in the two conditions conﬁrmed this observation. Participants in the chronological condition were much more inclined to indicate causes and consequences and identify their personal agency. For example, they would write that in secondary school they wanted to become a therapist and that they therefore decided to start pursuing a Bachelor in psychology. In the counter-chronological conditions, participants were much less likely to make such inferences. They simply listed the schools that they attended, for example. Furthermore, the three raters also evaluated the valence of the stories, between very negative/sad (1) and very positive/happy (5) (alpha = .88). Crucially, we found that the stories were similar in valence, Mchronological = 3.52, SD = 0.76; Mcounter-chronological = 3.13, SD = 0.91, t(47) = 1.65, p = .11. Experiment 1 Having found initial support for the idea that autobiographical narratives increase political conservatism as a general resistance to change in the above Pilot study, we then ran a second experiment. In Experiment 1, we aim to add to the ﬁndings of the Pilot Study in an important respect. In the Pilot study, we asked all participants in both conditions to describe their lives, so it is unlikely that the observed effects are due to the relative content of the stories. Also, they did not differ in valence. Hence, the effect on conservatism is most likely due to the causal order of the events described. Nevertheless, one shortcoming is that it is unclear to what extent these effects are driven by the chronological narrative manipulation. Writing in counter-chronological order may be a novel and unfamiliar activity, which increases one’s current feeling of openness to experience, which is itself negatively correlated with
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conservatism (see Jost et al., 2003). Experiment 1 seeks to contribute beyond the Pilot study by using an additional control condition where participants are not asked to describe their life. Instead, they are asked to directly continue to the dependent variables. It is expected that this additional condition will not differ from the counter-chronological condition, but will differ signiﬁcantly from the chronological condition. Method Participants and design In return for partial course credit, 60 Dutch Bachelor psychology students from Tilburg University (22 men, 38 women, mean age 21 years) participated and were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions (chronological narrative, counter-chronological narrative, control). Procedure Supposedly as the ﬁrst of two independent studies, participants were given a blank sheet with 20 lines and were asked to write about their life, either from birth to now (chronological) or from now back to birth (counter-chronological). In the control condition participants did not write any story. They only completed the dependent measures. Measures Participants completed the same four conservatism items as in the Pilot study: ‘Society should remain as it is now’, ‘The major institutions in our society should remain unchanged’, ‘The way society is settled now, it is good’, and ‘It would be bad to radically change society’, all between fully disagree (1) and fully agree (7) (alpha = .86). Furthermore, we administered the eight-item System Justiﬁcation scale by Kay and Jost (2003), in a Dutch translation (alpha = .86). As explained in the Introduction, this scale includes two items that measure pure resistance to change, namely ‘In general, the Dutch political system functions as it should’ and ‘Dutch society needs to be radically restructured’ (reverse-scored). We expected strong effects on these two resistance-to-change-items (r = .66, p b .0001). But following our reasoning, the effect of our manipulation should be speciﬁc to those two items, because only those tap directly into the core of resistance to change. We do not expect a (strong) effect on the other six items that capture different, context-relative aspects of conservative thought, such as nationalism (‘The Netherlands is the best country in the world to live in’), protestant work ethic (‘Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve’ and ‘Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness’, r = .29, p = .02), cultural optimism versus pessimism (‘Our society is getting worse every year’), and “pure” system justiﬁcation (‘Most policies serve the greater good’ and ‘In general, you ﬁnd society to be fair’, r = .54, p b .0001). Raters Two independent raters, both blind to predictions, used the same items as in the Pilot study to rate the degree of agentic causation in participants’ autobiographical stories, by indicating whether there was a meaningful storyline with causes and consequences, between not at all (1) and very much (5) (r = .81, p b .001). Again, they also rated valence, between very negative/sad (1) and very positive/happy (5) (r = .68, p b .001). Results Content Rating Again, the chronological stories (M = 3.72, SD = 1.20) scored higher on agentic causation than the counter-chronological stories (M = 2.73, SD = 0.95), t(36) = 2.85, p = .007, but were similar in valence, t(36) = 1.07, p = .29. Also, reading the various narratives, we could not distinguish any difference in content between conditions.
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Virtually all participants wrote variations to the same story about attending pre-school, primary education, high school and beginning Bachelor degree (in forward or reverse order). Again, as in the Pilot study, reading and comparing the stories in the two conditions conﬁrmed that participants in the chronological condition were much more inclined to indicate causes and consequences and identify their personal agency compared to participants in the counterchronological conditions, who merely listed major events in reverse order. Resistance to Change Following Bobko (1986) we used planned comparisons to test our hypothesis that chronological narratives increase conservatism as resistance to social and political change. These supported our prediction that participants in the chronological condition were more resistant to change (M = 4.31, SD = 1.29) than participants in the counterchronological (M = 3.53, SD = 1.33) and control condition (M = 3.52, SD = 1.28), t(57) = 2.14, p = .04, d = 0.61. Furthermore, as also predicted, the counter-chronological and control conditions did not differ, t(57) = −0.01, p = .99. These results demonstrate that only chronological narratives increase political conservatism as resistance to change; counter-chronological narratives do not. System Justiﬁcation Planned comparisons on Kay and Jost's (2003) system justiﬁcation scale, that measures a much more speciﬁc formulation of political conservatism, also showed that participants in the chronological condition scored higher on the system justiﬁcation scale (M = 4.63, SD = 0.84) than participants in the counter-chronological (M = 3.99, SD = 0.89) and control condition (M = 3.94, SD = 1.06), t(57) = 2.51, p = .01, d = 0.74. As expected, the counter-chronological and control conditions did not differ, t(57) = −0.19, p = .85. We then continued with a more focused analysis on the individual items that form the system justiﬁcation scale, to test the idea that chronological life-narratives mainly increase resistance to change, but not nationalism, protestant work ethic, cultural pessimism, and “pure” system justiﬁcation (or at least less strongly). For resistance to change, we found that participants in the chronological condition were more resistant to change (M = 4.89, SD = 1.33) than participants in the counter-chronological (M = 3.88, SD = 1.39) and control condition (M = 3.86, SD = 1.45), t(57) = 2.59, p = .01, d = 0.74. As expected, the counter-chronological and control conditions did not differ, t(57) = 0.03, p = .98. Performing that same contrast on nationalism, protestant work ethic, and cultural optimism/pessimism did not show any effect (all p’s > .13). Also, unplanned ANOVAs testing for any difference between conditions on these three concepts showed no signiﬁcant difference (all ps > .13). Yet unexpectedly, we did ﬁnd this same effect for “pure” system justiﬁcation (‘Most policies serve the greater good’ and ‘In general, you ﬁnd society to be fair’). Participants in the chronological condition justiﬁed the system more (M = 4.39, SD = 1.14) than participants in the counter-chronological (M = 3.50, SD = 1.20) and control condition (M = 3.77, SD = 1.54), t(57) = 2.02, p = .05, d = 0.59. The latter two conditions did not differ, t(57) = 0.67, p = .51. Discussion Together, these results demonstrate that the experience of writing a chronological narrative increases political conservatism as resistance to change and preference to maintain the status quo. Writing a counter-chronological narrative does not have an opposite effect, compared to a control condition. This effect was found on our measure of conservatism as pure resistance to change and on the existing System Justiﬁcation scale (Kay & Jost, 2003). Crucially, however, on this scale the effect was only there on the items that capture resistance to change, but not on the items that capture the other elements
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of conservative thinking: as nationalism, protestant work ethic, and cultural optimism/pessimism. Unexpectedly, it was also present on items that capture pure system justiﬁcation. We return to this issue in the General Discussion. Experiment 2 Experiment 2 seeks to replicate the ﬁnding that writing chronological narratives increases political conservatism, but also aims to identify an important moderator to this effect and demonstrate that only an autobiographical experience of narrative causality increases political conservatism. We therefore included a new experimental condition, where participants describe the life of one of their parents. Parents are chosen as a strong test of the hypothesis, since parents are psychologically close – yet different – people. The resulting narrative is therefore biographical—not autobiographical. Method Participants and Design In return for partial course credit, 98 Dutch Bachelor psychology students at Tilburg University (20 men, 78 women, mean age 19.4 years) participated and were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions (personal narrative, non-personal narrative, control). Procedure The experimental manipulation was the same as what was used in previous studies. Participants in the personal narrative condition were asked to write about their own life, in chronological order, and participants in the control condition were not given a sheet and did not write. However, participants in the non-personal narrative condition engaged were given the same empty sheet but were asked to write about the life of one of their parents, in chronological order. They were free to choose between father and mother. Measures Next, participants completed the same four-item scale of political conservatism as resistance to change (alpha = .86), and the same eight-item System Justiﬁcation scale by Kay and Jost (alpha = .79), as used in Experiment 1, again on 7-point scales. Again, in the latter scale, we differentiate between items that measure resistance to change, nationalism, protestant work ethic, pessimism/optimism, and “pure” system justiﬁcation. One independent rater, blind to predictions, rated participants’ autobiographical and biographical (parents’) stories using the same items as in the previous studies. Also, because we worried that participants might write shorter texts in the parents-condition (thus spuriously explaining the lack of an effect in that condition, compared to the control condition) we counted the number of words. Finally, although we had no explicit predictions about this, we also analyzed whether participants chose to write about their father or mother. Results Manipulation Check As expected, the autobiographical stories did not differ from the parent-biographical stories on causality, t(61) = 0.27, p = .79, nor on valence, t(61) = 0.83, p = .41, nor on number of words, t(61) = 0.86, p = .39. In sum, the only (observable) difference in the stories was the viewpoint: own or others. We found that in the non-personal narrative condition, 17 respondents wrote about their father, 13 about their mother, and 1 wrote two stories (about both). The choice to either write about the father or mother did not affect the dependent variable, t(28) = 0.40, p = .69. One participant was



deleted because she did not follow instructions. Her response was also a statistical outlier (SRE > 2.5). 1 Resistance to Change Planned comparisons supported our prediction that participants in the personal narrative condition (M = 4.16, SD = 0.87) were more conservative than participants in the non-personal narrative (M = 3.56, SD = 1.36) and control conditions (M = 3.61, SD = 0.99), t(94) = 2.39, p = .02, d = 0.55. Also as expected, the non-personal narrative and control conditions did not differ, t(94) = −0.19, p = .85. System Justiﬁcation Unlike in Experiment 1, we did not ﬁnd an effect on the overall system justiﬁcation scale. Participants in the personal narrative condition (M = 4.20, SD = 0.73) were equally strongly justifying the system as participants in the non-personal narrative (M = 4.05, SD = 0.88) and control conditions (M = 4.11, SD = 0.83), t(94) = 0.67, p = .50. But as in Experiment 1, when we then ran a more focused analysis on the items that measure only resistance to change, we found that participants in the person narrative condition were more resistant to change (M = 4.49, SD = 0.96) than participants in the non-personal narrative (M = 4.01, SD = 1.15) and control condition (M = 4.11, SD = 0.92), t(94) = 1.95, p = .05, d = 0.43. As expected, the counter-chronological and control conditions did not differ, t(94) = 0.43, p = .67. Also, like in Experiment 1, running that same contrast for nationalism, protestant work ethic, and cultural optimism/pessimism did not support that contrast (all p’s > .25) and unplanned ANOVAs also did not show any difference between condition on nationalism, protestant work ethic, and cultural optimism/pessimism (all p’s > .32). Unlike in Experiment 1, but consistent with predictions, performing that same contrast on the "pure system justifying" items did not support that contrast (p = .95) and also an unplanned ANOVA did not show any difference between conditions (p = .79). Discussion These results demonstrate that only a personal experience of causality increases political conservatism. Given that parents' narratives are very close to, but crucially not the same as own narratives, this is a strong test of that hypothesis. 2 General Discussion Two experiments (and one pilot study) show that writing a chronological autobiographical narrative heightens politically conservative beliefs about the desirability to maintain the status quo and to resist social and political change. These personal autobiographies highlight the causal role that personal choice has played and portray one's current situation as the logical end of a coherent narrative and development over time. This emerging sense of order leads to a belief that the way things are is the way that they should be. This carries over to the domain of political beliefs, leading to a heightened preference for a worldview that explicitly emphasizes the importance of maintaining the current social order: political conservatism. Over the three studies, we found this effect consistently on a four-item scale that measures conservatism as a preference to conserve the status quo. We also found this effect consistently on the two items of Kay 1 Close inspection of this participant’s life-story showed that it was not written in a serious manner. Speciﬁcally, the story was written in an ironic, comically naïve style. 2 A fourth, failed condition was dropped from this analysis. Here, participants were asked to write about a ﬁctional person. Although some participants wrote clearly ﬁctional stories (e.g. about someone joining the mob), unexpectedly a majority wrote stories that seemed heavily inspired by their own lives. That is, they were about young people who recently started studying psychology. Unsurprisingly, conservatism in this condition was therefore only slightly lower than in the personal narrative condition.
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and Jost’s (2003) System Justiﬁcation Scale that focus on this resistance to change. In summary, we found strong evidence for the idea that personal autobiographic narratives increase conservatism, deﬁned as a preference to conserve the status quo and resist social and political change. Importantly, these studies also identiﬁed two important boundaries. First, they showed that only chronological life-narratives increase conservatism. Raters who were blind to hypothesis conﬁrmed that, compared to counter-chronological narratives, the chronological narrative stories scored higher on sense of agentic causality without differing in terms of the valence of content. Second, we found that only autobiographical narratives increase conservatism. We explained this by noting that if people describe another person's life, they will not as easily see causes and consequences. The lives of others appear to us as a series of events — not a string of causes and consequences. Describing another person's life makes one a witness rather than an actor and the role of personal choice as a causal factor is less salient. In contrast, autobiographical life stories confer a personal sense of agentic determinism — an identiﬁcation of causes and consequences that leads to a sense that they way in which the world is, is the way it should be and that produces a corresponding shift toward an increased preference for political conservatism. Having said that, the fact that we did not ﬁnd an effect of counter-chronologic or biographical narratives does not mean that they never have any effect. Although personal agency is (by default) not very salient in biographical narratives, some very gripping biographical narratives may induce a personal sense of agency. For example, in Moby Dick, Melville (1851/1999) explains in such detail the thoughts and deliberations that underlie Ishmael's decision that the reader almost experiences them as her own. Even though the narrative is biographical (and even ﬁctional) it does induce feelings of agency and therefore perhaps also affects conservative preferences. Also, if counter-chronological narratives are taken to the extreme, the absence of causal links may perhaps have the ironic effect of actually making causality very salient. As an example, in Slaughterhouse Five, Vonnegut (1969) describes a bombing raid in Germany backwards. He tells how German ﬁghter planes use their guns to suck the bullets out of the American bombers and how the bomber crews repair a German town by magnetically sucking the ﬁres from it and storing them in cylindrical metal containers that they carefully ﬂy back to their bases and ofﬂoad. By telling this story in this way, the horrible consequences of war are given more, rather than less, attention and thus it makes the causal agency of the shooting and bombing of soldiers more salient. Of course, most participants in our studies lacked the literary skills of Melville or Vonnegut and even if they had them, they were limited in their themes to describing the mostly mundane lives of themselves or their parents. When they wrote chronological autobiographies they made many causal agentic inferences, writing how they chose to study psychology and for what reasons, for example, while they did not make as many agentic inferences when describing the lives of their parents, or their own lives backwards. In those cases, they merely described the major life stages, usually without explaining any causal relationship. Nevertheless, we do think that this is not a law of nature. One could, for example, imagine that if parents are asked to write about the lives of their own children, they are more motivated to see causal agency – perhaps even more than those children themselves – perhaps even partially experience these as their own, and therefore show a corresponding shift toward conservatism. This remains to be tested. Conservatism and System Justiﬁcation We hypothesized that autobiographical narratives would increase people's preference to conserve the status quo, a belief that we see as the core of conservatism, but that it would not (or at least, much less) affect other context-speciﬁc beliefs associated with conservatism, such
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as nationalism, protestant work ethic, and cultural optimism/pessimism. The results of these studies supported our hypotheses. Throughout these studies, we found strong evidence for the idea that personal autobiographic narratives increase conservatism, deﬁned as a preference to conserve the status quo and resist social and political change, but that it did not affect nationalism, protestant work ethic and cultural pessimism. The results for system justiﬁcation, however, were mixed. In Experiment 1 we found an overall effect on Kay and Jost's (2003) System Justiﬁcation scale and also on those items that emphasize the speciﬁc tendency to legitimize the system. But we did not ﬁnd any effect on those system-justifying items in Experiment 2, despite ﬁnding an effect on resistance to change. We believe that both ﬁndings make sense. On the one hand, if people feel resistance to social and political change, they may be more likely to also defend the status quo. On the other hand, the two are conceptually different and it is possible to score high on the one but low on the other. For example, people who are high in social dominance orientation (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001) prefer to maintain a system that promotes inequality. Even if they believe that these policies are not for the greater good and that society is generally not fair, then they are happy with that and want to keep it so. Future research may wish to study in a more structured manner when these (and perhaps other) inductions lead to an increase in conservative thinking with and when they lead to conservatism without system justiﬁcation. Alternative Explanations Political opinions can strongly ﬂuctuate due to existential threats. If people's expectations or schemas are violated, they tend to restore their sense of meaning by afﬁrming their existing views on other domains. For example, reminders of death (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1997) or uncertainty (Van den Bos, 2001) can lead people to afﬁrm their world-views. This compensation mechanism is so ﬂuid that the violated and reafﬁrmed domains can be completely unrelated (Proulx & Inzlicht, 2012; Proulx, Inzlicht, & Harmon-Jones, 2012). A threat to one domain may lead to afﬁrmation of different domains — such as political beliefs. It seems unlikely, however, that the current ﬁndings can be explained with the concept of threat. After all, it is difﬁcult to see why writing about one's life would threaten one's sense of meaning (and then only in chronological order). In fact, re-experiencing one's life can more intuitively be construed as increasing nostalgia, which has the effect of reducing the effect of threats (Routledge, Arndt, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2008; Sedikides, Wildschut, Arndt, & Routledge, 2008; Wildschut, Sedikides, Arndt, & Routledge, 2006), thereby reducing the afﬁrmation of political conservatism. It is more likely that the prime used in the current paper is not a threat, but rather an experiential or mindset prime. Respondents did not defend the existing social order to afﬁrm existing beliefs; they did so because they were primed with a mindset focused on causes and consequences. Another alternative explanation may be that the task to write chronological autobiographies somehow primes individualism and that it is this experience of individualism, rather than the sense of personal agency, that drives the effect on conservatism. Although this is certainly possible, our results suggest this is not the case. Individualism is, together with self-reliance and personal perseverance, a core component of the Protestant work ethic (Weber, 1905/2001). Yet in both Experiments 1 and 2 we found no effect of our manipulation on items measuring the Protestant work ethic. Of course, it may be that our items missed that aspect of the Protestant work ethic, so we cannot rule out this explanation completely and future research may wish to test this more systematically. Cultural Moderators Our studies were conducted only with own Dutch Psychology Bachelor students. It would be interesting to replicate these effects
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among other samples. We see three potential moderators to these effects. First of all, our sample was limited to students — people for whom personal agency has generally paid off. Although Tilburg University is not an elite school, these students at least can reﬂect on having learned well at school and making it to university. Their autobiographical narratives are therefore narratives of at least mild success. It would therefore be interesting to see whether these effects replicate among a sample for whom personal decisions have not paid off so well, such as the unemployed or the homeless. Second, our studies were conducted within the context of a European political system. In Europe, conservatism developed from royalism. Its fundamental orientation to maintaining the existing order leads it to defend the major institutions in society, such as the state, industry, the Christian church and nobility as providers of that stability. Although American conservatism shares this same orientation to maintain the status quo, American conservatism is tied to the American Revolution of 1776 and is therefore fundamentally distrustful of the state (Von Beyme, 1985). In American conservatism, individual progress and agency are seen in more individualistic terms and personal agency may be experienced as pursuit in spite those institutions. Therefore, where we found in our European sample that personal narratives lead to a desire to conserve and maintain society's major institutions, it may be that in the United States narratives lead to a notion of personal growth and opportunity that translates into a preference to restrain such institutions (or at least some of them). In other words, we would predict that the same narratives to conservatism link can be found in the United States, but we expect that this conservatism would be expressed in a different, culturally speciﬁc manner. Third, we expected (and found) that participants who wrote autobiographical narratives expressed personal agency. Yet the degree to which they did so may depend on the degree to which they have an internal versus external locus of control (Rotter, 1966). After all, people with an internal locus of control will be more likely to attribute (or over-attribute) outcomes to their own decisions and personal agency, while people with a more external locus of control may attribute their outcomes more to external forces or fortune. Our sample, being Dutch, most likely had a more internal locus of control compared to citizens of the Russian Federation or Japan, but a more external locus than citizens of the United States or Mexico (Smith, Trompenaars, & Dugan, 1995). If people with an internal locus of control see more personal agency when describing their own lives, then our described effects should be weaker in the former countries but stronger in the latter. Relationship to Literature Ever since the early days of psychoanalysis, psychologists have been interested in diaries, autobiographies, and self-narratives. Yet research has mainly focused on the content of these narratives. People’s autobiographies are crucial for understanding their identity and personality. People do not see themselves as a list of traits, but as the actor in a coherent personal story (McAdams, 2001, 2008; McAdams & Pals, 2006). Self-narratives are also crucial in understanding political ideology. Conservatives are, for example, more likely than liberals to see their family members as metaphors for authority ﬁgures (McAdams et al., 2008). The current work shows that the effect of self-narratives is not limited to their content. The experience of writing autobiographies alone drives these effects on political beliefs. It has also been shown that people become more conservative as they grow older (Cornelis, Van Hiel, Roets, & Kossowska, 2009; Glenn, 1974; Truett, 1993). This is often explained in materialistic terms. The elderly have more to protect than the young (a family, career, house). The current work suggests that it may also be explained in more perceptual or experiential terms. The elderly look back at much longer lives.



Therefore they are more inclined to contemplate their autobiographical history. Our results suggest that this experience by itself, independent of any material difference, can also be responsible for making them more conservative. Other earlier ﬁndings have also shown that older siblings (ﬁrstborns) are on average more conservative than their younger siblings (last-borns). This is often explained by noting that the older siblings tend to develop a more conformist view on life to cope with the uncertainty of being the ﬁrstborn, while their younger siblings can freely manifest their revolutionary motives (Sulloway, 1996, 2001). Yet the current results suggest that this difference may also be due to a more perceptual effect: younger children may remind their older siblings what they went through and what decisions they made in earlier stages of their lives. Older children see their younger siblings being faced with the same dilemmas and challenges that they were faced with at an earlier stage. This may prompt these older siblings to repeatedly re-experience the decisions they made at an earlier stage. Hence, to older children, younger siblings may serve as autobiographical narrative primes. Since Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, and Sanford (1950) started studying the psychology behind political opinions, psychologists have been criticized for being biased and one-sided in their view on conservatism (Haidt, 2011; Inbar & Lammers, 2012; Jussim, 2012; Prentice, 2012; Redding, 2001, 2012; Skitka, 2012; Tetlock, 1994, 2012). It has been suggested that psychology should avoid stigmatizing one or another social worldview, and attempt to promote mutual understanding between political conservatives and liberals. This may be achieved by further uncovering the psychological process behind political opinion, such as the idea that conservatives rely on different “sources of morality” than liberals (Haidt & Graham, 2007). The current studies support this perspective, insofar as political preferences may be understood in terms of the relevant salience of personal choice, rather than personality archetypes, or divergent responses to personal uncertainty. Conclusion The recollection of autobiographical narratives can increase conservatism as a preference to maintain the status quo and to resist social and political changes. This effect follows from the experience of personal agency, made salient through such recollection. These studies represent the ﬁrst use of autobiographical recall as a cognitive prime. Given the frequency by which people reﬂect on their personal history, the mere cognitive act of autobiographical thinking may have much wider effects on people’s thoughts and behaviors than previously thought. Furthermore, these ﬁndings offer a broader understanding of motivated conservative cognition than is typically represented in the psychological literature. Acknowledgments This research is made possible by NWO VENI grant 45302061 awarded to the ﬁrst author. The authors thank the members of the Hardcore Labgroup for their feedback, lab-assistants Job Krijnen, Willem-Jan Bertram, and Joeri Wissink for running the studies, and research-assistants Lieke van Duist, Niky van Geffen, and Arnoud Plantinga for rating the stories. References Adorno, T. W., Frenkel-Brunswik, E., Levinson, D. J., & Sanford, R. N. (1950). The authoritarian personality. New York: Harper. Adorno, T. W., & Horkheimer, M. (2002). Dialectic of Enlightenment. (Trans. E. Jephcott. Original title: Dialektik der Aufklärung, published 1944). Stanford: Stanford University Press. Ball, T., & Dagger, R. (1999). Political ideologies and the democratic ideal. New York: Longman. Bobbio, N. (1996). Left and right. Cambridge, England: Polity Press.
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