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Question:
How do our group identities 
influence our ability to … 

• acquire true beliefs? 
• make wise decisions? 
• think for ourselves?

core  
critical 

thinking 
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I started exploring 
these questions in a 
series of “sketchbook” 
videos
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https://kevindelaplante.com/the-dangers-of-tribalism/

You can find 
extensive 

notes and links on 
the accompanying 
blog posts over at  

kevindelaplante.com
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“Dangers of Tribalism”: take-aways

• tribalism per se is not the real problem; 
tribalism in increasingly polarized 
environments is the real problem

• tribal psychology is both a  moral 
psychology and an epistemic 
psychology, and they are closely 
intertwined
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“Dangers of Tribalism”: take-aways
• from a diagnostic standpoint, our focus 

should be on exploring the factors that 
have lead to increased polarization

• this is a big project  … more complete 
explanations will be multi-level and 
multi-factorial 
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Do you know 
how a bicycle 
works? On a scale of 1 to 

7, how well do you 
understand how 
bicycles work?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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The point is NOT that 
we’re ignorant.

The point is that we’re 
MORE ignorant than we 

THINK we are.

IMPORTANT:
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“Tribal Intelligence”: take-aways

• human “ultrasociality”, and our 
distinctively human intelligence, is a 
product of the co-evolution of human 
brains and human culture, within 
groups, to enable cooperation and 
collaboration
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“Tribal Intelligence”: take-aways

• division of cognitive labor is central to 
human intelligence and problem-solving
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“Tribal Intelligence”: take-aways
• we’re prone to various OVERCONFIDENCE 

biases that cause us to overestimate the 
extent and depth of our personal knowledge

• the “knowledge illusion”  
(or, the “illusion of explanatory depth”)
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“Tribal Intelligence”: take-aways
• ethics and critical thinking issue:

• the knowledge stored in the “culture 
cloud” is an important epistemic resource, 
and (I would argue) a public good

• if we care about critical thinking, we need 
to work to give more people greater 
access to this epistemic resource
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Very Liberal 
Strong Democrat

Standard Left-Right Surveys Work as Well

Liberal 
Democrat

Moderate 
Independent

Conservative 
Republican 

Very Conservative 
Strong Republican 

Probability 
of  

Agreeing 
with  
Claim  

X

distinct 
cultural 
groups
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Important:   We also use cultural cognition to judge  
                   who is a reliable authority

Question: 
Is this scientist an expert on 

global warming?

Position: Professor of Meteorology, MIT 
Education: PhD, Harvard 
Memberships:  

• American Meterological Society 
• National Academy of Sciences
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Now: Give some subjects a claim that 
the expert endorses … 

“It is now beyond reasonable scientific 
dispute that human activity is causing 
global warming and other dangerous 
forms of climate change …”

… and ask them to answer whether 
they think he’s an expert or not.

Important:   We also use cultural cognition to judge  
                   who is a reliable authority
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And give another group of subjects a 
different quote …

“Judged by conventional scientific 
standards, it is premature to conclude 
that human CO2 emotions — so-called 
greenhouse gases — cause global 
warming …”

… and ask them to answer whether 
they think he’s an expert or not.

Important:   We also use cultural cognition to judge  
                   who is a reliable authority
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Result:   Judgments of expertise are determined by the   
             cultural norms of the group
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Important:   These judgments are not due to  
                    ignorance or lack of scientific literacy.
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Important:   These judgments are not due to  
                    ignorance or lack of scientific literacy.

In fact, increasing 
climate science 
literacy MAGNIFIES 
the POLARIZATION! 
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Important:   These judgments are not due to  
                    ignorance or lack of scientific literacy.

Indeed, simply asking 
people to be 
objective and use 
reason …

… MAGNIFIES THE 
POLARIZATION! 
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Cultural Cognition: Upshot

When a claim becomes entangled 
or coupled with the core beliefs of a 
cultural group’s identity, it becomes 
highly resistant to change by 
traditional “rational” means: 

• facts 
• evidence 
• argument 
• statements of consensus 

opinion
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“Tribal Trust”: take-aways
• our default reasoning is MOTIVATED 

reasoning

• affect bias:  our FEELINGS influence our 
judgments of benefit and risk

• cultural cognition:  our CULTURAL 
IDENTITIES and VALUES influence how 
we feel and whose judgment to trust
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“Tribal Trust”: take-aways
• not all issues are coupled to cultural 

worldviews (in fact, relatively few are)

• but once they are, they’re very hard to 
decouple

• there are people working on this 
“decoupling” problem 
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These ideas are 
important 

elements of a  
21st Century 

CRITICAL 
THINKING 
TOOLBOX

Q & A
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