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Milton Rokeach Characterized Persons At Both Ends Of The Political Spectrum Who Are
Subject To Rigid beliefs and attitudes, highlighting the psychological underpinnings that influence
political extremism and rigidity. As a prominent social psychologist, Rokeach’s work provides
valuable insights into how individuals at both ends of the political spectrum tend to display rigid
cognitive and value systems, which can significantly impact their attitudes, behaviors, and
interactions within society. His theories help us understand the psychological makeup that fosters
such rigidity, often leading to polarized views and difficulty in accommodating differing
perspectives.

Understanding Milton Rokeach’s Perspective on
Political Extremes

The Foundations of Rokeach’s Theories

Milton Rokeach was renowned for his research on human values, beliefs, and attitudes. His work
primarily focused on how individuals organize their belief systems and how these systems influence
their perceptions of the world. Rokeach believed that people at both ends of the political spectrum
tend to exhibit rigid belief systems, which are characterized by inflexibility and an inability to
tolerate ambiguity or alternative viewpoints.

He distinguished between two types of belief systems:
- Terminal Values: End goals or desired states individuals strive to achieve.
- Instrumental Values: Modes of behavior or means to achieve terminal values.

Rigid individuals often hold tightly to specific terminal and instrumental values, making them
resistant to change or compromise.

Persons at Both Ends of the Spectrum: Similarities and
Differences

While individuals at the political extremes may differ in their specific beliefs and ideologies, Rokeach
observed that they share common psychological traits:

- Rigidity in Thinking: An inflexible cognitive style that leads to black-and-white thinking.

- Authoritarian Tendencies: A propensity to favor hierarchical structures and authority.

- High Need for Certainty: A desire for clear, unambiguous answers, often rejecting complexity and
nuance.



- Resistance to Change: Reluctance to modify beliefs even when presented with contradictory
evidence.

Despite these similarities, Rokeach also acknowledged that the content of beliefs varies significantly
between the extremes, with the right end often characterized by conservative values and the left end
by liberal or radical values.

The Psychological Traits of Rigid Persons on Both Ends
of the Spectrum

Authoritarianism and Conformity

A common trait among rigid individuals across the political spectrum is a tendency toward
authoritarianism. Such persons prefer clear authority structures and often exhibit:

- Obedience to leaders or established norms.

- A desire for order and predictability.

- Resistance to dissent or dissenting opinions.

This tendency fosters conformity, which can reinforce rigid belief systems and suppress critical
thinking.

Need for Cognitive Closure

Rokeach’s work aligns with the concept of the need for cognitive closure—a desire for certainty and
an aversion to ambiguity. Individuals with a high need for closure tend to:

- Make quick judgments.

- Rely on stereotypes or heuristics.

- Reject complex or nuanced information.

Both ends of the political spectrum can exhibit high levels of this need, leading to rigid ideological
stances.

Value Systems and Moral Absolutism

People with rigid belief systems often display moral absolutism—the belief that their values are
universally true and non-negotiable. This manifests as:

- Intolerance towards differing viewpoints.

- A black-and-white view of social issues.

- Resistance to compromise or dialogue.

Such moral rigidity can deepen political polarization and social division.



The Impact of Rigid Beliefs on Political Behavior and
Society

Polarization and Social Divisions

Rigid belief systems contribute significantly to political polarization. When individuals are unwilling
to entertain alternative perspectives,:

- Dialogues become confrontational.

- Compromise becomes nearly impossible.

- Society becomes fragmented along ideological lines.

Rokeach’s insights suggest that addressing rigidity is crucial for fostering social cohesion and
political compromise.

Prejudice and Discrimination

Research indicates that rigid persons are more prone to prejudiced attitudes and discriminatory
behaviors. These individuals often:

- Stereotype outgroups.

- Exhibit intolerance towards minorities or dissenters.

- Support policies that reinforce social hierarchies.

Rokeach’s emphasis on the importance of values highlights how deeply held beliefs can serve as
justifications for exclusionary practices.

Resistance to Social Change

Individuals with rigid belief systems often oppose progressive social movements or reforms,
perceiving change as a threat to their core values. This resistance can hinder societal progress and
adaptation to new challenges.

Strategies to Address Rigidity in Political Beliefs

Promoting Cognitive Flexibility

Encouraging individuals to adopt more flexible thinking styles can reduce rigidity. Techniques
include:

- Exposure to diverse viewpoints.

- Critical thinking exercises.

- Encouraging openness to ambiguity.



Rokeach’s work underscores the importance of value education in fostering flexibility.

Fostering Empathy and Understanding

Building empathy can bridge ideological divides by:
- Encouraging perspective-taking.

- Reducing stereotypes.

- Promoting respectful dialogue.

Such approaches help individuals see beyond rigid belief systems and appreciate complexity.

Educational Interventions

Educational programs that emphasize critical thinking and the development of moral reasoning can
reduce dogmatism. These programs should:

- Challenge stereotypes.

- Promote tolerance.

- Encourage reflection on personal values.

Rokeach believed that values education plays a vital role in shaping less rigid, more adaptable belief
systems.

Conclusion

Milton Rokeach’s characterization of persons at both ends of the political spectrum highlights the
prevalence of rigidity in belief systems that underpin extreme political attitudes. Understanding
these psychological traits—such as authoritarian tendencies, high need for certainty, and moral
absolutism—provides valuable insights into why individuals at both extremes often resist
compromise and dialogue. Addressing such rigidity requires fostering cognitive flexibility, empathy,
and education to promote more open-minded and tolerant societies. Recognizing the shared
psychological foundation of political extremism across the spectrum can pave the way for more
effective strategies to reduce polarization and promote social harmony.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Milton Rokeach and what is his contribution to
understanding political personalities?

Milton Rokeach was a social psychologist known for his work on human values and personality. He
characterized individuals at both ends of the political spectrum as being subject to rigid beliefs,
emphasizing how these beliefs influence political attitudes and behaviors.

What does Rokeach mean by persons at both ends of the
political spectrum being 'rigid'?

Rokeach suggests that individuals at both ideological extremes tend to have inflexible, dogmatic
beliefs that are resistant to change, which can impact their openness to new ideas and compromise.

How does Rokeach's concept of rigidity relate to political
polarization?

Rokeach's idea of rigidity helps explain political polarization by highlighting how extreme
individuals' inflexible beliefs contribute to dividing societies into opposing camps with little room for
moderation or consensus.

Can Rokeach's theory be applied to understand extremism in
both political left and right?

Yes, Rokeach's theory suggests that extremism on both sides is characterized by rigid belief systems,
making these individuals less receptive to differing viewpoints and more prone to dogmatism.

What are the psychological implications of rigidity in political
persons, according to Rokeach?

Rokeach posited that rigidity in political individuals can lead to intolerance, heightened conflict, and
difficulty in empathetically understanding opposing viewpoints, which can hinder constructive
dialogue.

How might understanding Rokeach's view of rigid persons
inform political discourse or policy-making?

Recognizing the rigidity in extreme political personalities can encourage the development of
strategies to foster openness and dialogue, potentially reducing polarization and promoting
compromise.

Does Rokeach suggest any methods to reduce rigidity in



individuals at political extremes?

While Rokeach focused mainly on characterization, his work implies that exposure to diverse
perspectives and promoting flexible thinking can help reduce rigidity in individuals with extreme
political views.

Are there any criticisms of Rokeach's characterization of rigid
political persons?

Yes, some critics argue that Rokeach's emphasis on rigidity might oversimplify complex political
beliefs and underestimate the capacity for change and nuance among individuals at political
extremes.

How does Rokeach's work relate to modern discussions on
political tolerance and civility?

Rokeach's emphasis on rigidity underscores the challenges of fostering tolerance and civility among
polarized groups, highlighting the need to address inflexible beliefs to promote constructive political
engagement.

What practical steps can be taken to address the rigidity of
persons at political extremes, based on Rokeach's insights?

Strategies include promoting education that encourages critical thinking, exposing individuals to
diverse viewpoints, and creating dialogues that challenge dogmatic beliefs to foster greater
flexibility and understanding.

Additional Resources

Milton Rokeach Characterized Persons At Both Ends Of The Political Spectrum Who Are Subject To
Rigid

Introduction

In the realm of social psychology and political analysis, the work of Milton Rokeach has left a
significant mark. Rokeach’s research primarily focused on human values, belief systems, and the
cognitive structures that underpin individual and collective behaviors. His exploration of personality
types and value orientations has provided an essential framework for understanding political
extremism and rigidity. Notably, Rokeach characterized individuals at both ends of the political
spectrum—those with highly rigid belief systems—highlighting the psychological underpinnings that
often drive political polarization.

This article critically examines Rokeach’s characterization of persons at political extremes subjected
to rigidity, exploring the psychological profiles, value systems, and behavioral patterns that typify
such individuals. Through an in-depth analysis, we aim to shed light on how these rigid belief



structures influence political engagement, social interactions, and broader societal implications.

Milton Rokeach’s Theoretical Foundations

Values and Beliefs as Cognitive Structures

Milton Rokeach posited that human behavior is largely influenced by core values—enduring,
abstract principles that guide perceptions and actions. These values serve as the foundation for
belief systems, which are more specific convictions about the world. Rokeach distinguished between
terminal values (desired end-states of existence) and instrumental values (modes of behavior to
achieve terminal values), emphasizing their role in shaping personality and political orientation.

His well-known “Value Systems” theory suggests that individuals organize their values
hierarchically, creating a personal schema that influences their attitudes and behaviors. When these
schemas become rigid, individuals are less receptive to alternative viewpoints, often leading to
extreme positions and intolerance.

Personality Typologies and Rigidity

Rokeach'’s typologies include categories such as “Authoritarian Personality” and “Dogmatism,”
which have been instrumental in understanding political extremism. These personality traits are
associated with:

- Rigidity: An inflexible adherence to beliefs and values.
- Authoritarianism: An unquestioning submission to authority figures and conventional norms.
- Dogmatism: A closed-minded attitude toward differing ideas and perspectives.

He argued that individuals exhibiting these traits tend to perceive the world in black-and-white
terms, often resorting to stereotypes and prejudiced judgments, particularly in political contexts.

Characterization of Persons at Both Ends of the
Political Spectrum

Rokeach’s research illuminated the psychological profiles of individuals at both ideological extremes,
revealing common patterns of rigidity, authoritarian tendencies, and intolerance. Despite ideological
differences—Dbe it far-left or far-right—these individuals often share similar personality traits that
predispose them to dogmatism and rigid belief systems.



Persons at the Right End of the Spectrum

Individuals on the political right, especially those leaning toward conservatism or extremism, often
exhibit:

- Authoritarian Traits: A tendency to seek order, tradition, and authority, sometimes manifesting as
rigid adherence to social hierarchies.

- Resistant to Change: A preference for stability over reform, perceiving threats to established norms
as existential.

- Rigid Moral Codes: Strict views on morality, often intertwined with nationalism or religious
fundamentalism.

- Stereotyping and Prejudice: Heightened susceptibility to stereotypes, leading to xenophobia,
racism, or intolerance toward marginalized groups.

Case Example: A hypothetical right-wing extremist might rigidly oppose immigration due to a
perceived threat to national identity, dismissing evidence of multicultural benefits and adhering to
stereotyped narratives of “outsiders” as dangerous.

Persons at the Left End of the Spectrum

Conversely, individuals at the political left, especially at the far end, often display:

- Dogmatism: An unwavering commitment to social justice ideals, sometimes leading to intolerance
of opposing viewpoints.

- Idealism and Utopianism: Rigid belief in the possibility of perfect social systems, which can foster
intolerance for pragmatic compromises.

- Authoritarian Tendencies: Paradoxically, some extreme leftists may endorse dogmatic enforcement
of ideological purity or social conformity.

- Resistance to Opposing Evidence: An unwillingness to acknowledge complexities or alternative
perspectives, leading to ideological rigidity.

Case Example: An extreme left activist might rigidly uphold a utopian vision of equality, dismissing
pragmatic considerations or differing opinions as inherently oppressive or reactionary.

Psychological Traits Underpinning Rigidity Across the
Spectrum

Rokeach’s framework emphasizes that regardless of political orientation, rigid persons often share
core psychological traits:

- Cognitive Closure: A desire for certainty and aversion to ambiguity, leading to simplistic black-and-
white thinking.
- Fear and Threat Perception: Heightened sensitivity to perceived threats, which intensifies



adherence to rigid beliefs.

- Authoritarian Submission and Aggression: A tendency to submit unquestioningly to authority
figures while being aggressive toward perceived enemies.

- Inflexibility and Dogmatism: An inability or unwillingness to entertain conflicting viewpoints or
adapt beliefs over time.

These traits contribute to an “us versus them” mentality, fostering polarization and social division.

Implications for Political Discourse and Society

The rigidity characterized by Rokeach has profound implications for societal cohesion and
democratic processes:

- Polarization: Rigid belief systems foster entrenched ideological divides, reducing dialogue and
mutual understanding.

- Intolerance and Prejudice: Such individuals are more prone to discrimination, social exclusion, and
violence.

- Resilience of Extremism: Rigid personalities are often more resistant to moderation or de-
radicalization efforts.

- Policy Implications: Understanding psychological rigidity can inform strategies to bridge
ideological gaps and promote compromise.

Critical Analysis and Contemporary Relevance

Rokeach’s insights remain remarkably relevant in analyzing current political climates worldwide.
The rise of populist movements, identity politics, and social media echo chambers exemplify how
rigid belief systems can thrive and intensify polarization.

Further, his work invites a nuanced understanding that extremism is not merely ideological but
rooted in psychological traits that can, in theory, be addressed through education, dialogue, and
psychological intervention.

However, critics argue that Rokeach’s focus on personality traits may overlook structural and

cultural factors influencing political rigidity. Social, economic, and historical contexts also shape
individuals’ beliefs and behaviors, demanding a multidisciplinary approach.

Conclusion

Milton Rokeach’s characterization of persons at both ends of the political spectrum highlights a core
psychological tendency toward rigidity, authoritarianism, and dogmatism. Despite ideological



differences, these individuals often share personality traits that predispose them to inflexible beliefs,
intolerance, and social polarization. Understanding these psychological underpinnings is vital for
fostering more constructive political discourse and societal cohesion. Recognizing the commonality
of rigidity across ideological divides can serve as a foundation for strategies aimed at reducing
extremism and promoting social harmony.

As political landscapes continue to evolve, Rokeach’s insights offer enduring value in diagnosing and
addressing the psychological roots of extremism, emphasizing the importance of psychological
flexibility, open-mindedness, and empathy in nurturing healthy democracies.

References

- Rokeach, M. (1960). The Open and Closed Mind: Investigations into the Nature of Prejudice and
Intolerance. Basic Books.

- Rokeach, M. (1973). The Nature of Human Values. Free Press.

- Duckitt, J., & Sibley, C. G. (2004). The Development of Prejudice, Ethnocentrism, and Social
Worldviews. In ]J. F. Dovidio, P. Glick, & L. A. Rudman (Eds.), On the Nature of Prejudice: Fifty Years
After The Contact Hypothesis. Blackwell Publishing.

- Altemeyer, B. (1996). The Authoritarian Specter. Harvard University Press.

Note: This article synthesizes Milton Rokeach’s theoretical contributions with contemporary insights
into political psychology, providing a comprehensive view suitable for academic review or
publication.
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