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Many episodes of political repression focus on policing ideological authenticity to distinguish true believers from mere pretenders. For insight into this phenomenon, we review a model wherein concerns about ideological inauthenticity and awareness of external incentives to feign ideological allegiances function to activate a suspicious mindset that leads perceivers to selectively attend to and police inauthenticity in their ideological comrades. We review dispositional and situational factors that amplify authenticity concerns as well as cues perceivers attend to when policing authenticity.
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Introduction

Policing ideological authenticity was at the heart of many notorious historical episodes of political repression. Consider the French Revolution's Reign of Terror, which was fueled by suspicions that people were feigning allegiance to the revolutionary cause for corrupt intentions (Linton, 2013). To explain some of the revolutionary government's setbacks, many of its leaders imagined a widespread conspiracy of counter-revolutionaries seeking to infiltrate the revolutionary government to sabotage it from within—i.e., “Hidden internal enemies with the word liberty on their lips” (Chaumette, 1793/1987, p. 344). At the height of the Terror, revolutionary leaders scrutinized one another for signs of corruption and inauthenticity. Indeed, merely questioning the legitimacy of the Terror could make oneself a target of suspicion (Doyle, 2018). An early opponent of the Terror presciently warned that this culture of suspicion would culminate in a dismal outcome wherein “the Revolution, like Saturn, will devour successively all its children” (Vergniaud quoted in Edelstein, 2017, p.93).

Beyond these extreme historical cases, policing ideological authenticity also arises in more mundane contemporary contexts. For example, in settings where progressive ideologies are normative, such as some universities and workplaces, individuals who publicly voice support for progressivism are sometimes suspected of doing this as performative activism/allyship to earn reputational rewards rather than from authentic conviction (Kutlaca and Radke, 2023), which may lead to intensive, critical scrutiny of their behavior for signs of inauthenticity.

To provide insights into this phenomenon, we explore how strong motivation to care about ideological inauthenticity and awareness of external pressures to feign ideological allegiances combine to activate a suspicious mindset (Fein, 1996) whereby people become close readers of others' behaviors for evidence of ideological inauthenticity. We explore motivational factors that influence people to care about ideological inauthenticity as well as impacts on social perceptions.



The intuitive inquisitor and the hermeneutics of suspicion

Authenticity policing involves carefully scrutinizing others' behavior to determine whether their stated ideological allegiances are genuine. One definition of authenticity emphasizes the consistency between the person's external expressions and their internal thoughts and feelings (Lehman et al., 2019). It is this sense of authenticity that people tend to focus on when they police ideological authenticity.

There is inherent uncertainty in judging whether another's professed ideology authentically matches their internal attitudes because perceivers lack introspective access to others' minds. To navigate such uncertainty, perceivers rely on tools of everyday social cognition, including perspective-taking and logical rules, for deriving attributions about the causes of people's behavior from knowledge of its situational contingencies. In particular, when contingencies suggest an ulterior motivation for someone to outwardly profess an ideology, perceivers are likely to be suspicious that the person's ideology does not truly reflect their internal attitudes and thus is inauthentic (Fein et al., 1990). For example, when perceivers observe an ideological statement where the author's views align with those of someone with power, they infer that the statement may be motivated by ingratiation and may not reflect the author's true opinion (Fein et al., 1990). Furthermore, when perceivers witness an act where there is salient evidence of a potential ulterior motive, this increases their general attentiveness to cues that individuals' actions misrepresent their internal attitudes (Fein, 1996).

Building on this previous work, we speculate that a suspicious mindset, which we refer to as the intuitive inquisitor (cf. Tetlock, 2002), is activated when a perceiver who is strongly motivated to care about ideological inauthenticity becomes aware of ulterior motives for others to feign allegiance to their ideological ingroup. We propose that the intuitive inquisitor mindset guides authenticity policing, whereby perceivers engage in skeptically skewed reading of others' ideologically relevant behaviors, assigning greater weight to information that confirms suspicions of inauthenticity and supporting intrusive means to investigate these suspicions. Figure 1 summarizes these proposed processes.
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FIGURE 1
 Psychological model of authenticity policing. The figure depicts the proposed model whereby concerns about ideological authenticity and awareness of external incentives for ideological feigning combine to activate an intuitive inquisitor mindset that guides policing of cues of ideological inauthenticity.


We hypothesize that merely being aware of external pressures to feign ideological allegiance can activate suspicions about others' ideological allegiances. However, in order to translate such suspicions into active policing, people need something to motivate them to care about ideological authenticity. To provide insights, we next explore dispositional and situational factors that motivate people to care about inauthenticity.



Determinants of authenticity concerns


Dispositional determinants

The strength of the perceiver's own identification with a given ideology is likely to be a particularly critical determinant of how much they care about the authenticity of others' professed commitment to that ideology. Perceivers who only weakly identify with the ideology are less likely to care about their comrades' ideological authenticity than those who are strongly identified. Beyond ideological identification, we review examples of other dispositional factors that may influence concern about ideological inauthenticity: chronic psychological needs, moral foundations, and cultural influences.


Chronic needs for epistemic security

The motivation to develop ideological consensus within a group functions to fulfill fundamental human needs for epistemic security (Jost et al., 2018). When others confirm one's perceptions of reality it can reduce uncertainties about those perceptions. While the need to seek epistemic security through shared ideological reality is fundamental, individuals differ in the chronic intensity of this need (Jost et al., 2018). The benefits of ideological consensus may be threatened by information that raises suspicions about inauthenticity within one's ideological ingroup. People who have stronger chronic needs for epistemic security should thus be more threatened by information suggesting that ideological ingroup members are inauthentic and thus particularly motivated to police their comrades' ideological authenticity.



Moral foundations

People vary in the moral foundations for their ideological convictions (Graham et al., 2009), which may affect how much premium they place on ideological authenticity. These moral foundations are themselves rooted in epistemic needs (Strupp-Levitsky et al., 2020), and so may provide an additional pathway through which epistemic needs translate into authenticity concerns. In particular, moral focus on loyalty should heighten aversion to ideological inauthenticity because people may trust that authentically-identified comrades will remain faithful to their ideology even when it is expedient to sell out, whereas those who are inauthentic may be fair-weather friends who shift ideological allegiances based on changing incentives.

Moral focus on purity is also likely to heighten aversion to ideological inauthenticity. People who value purity will be motivated to protect their ingroup's ideological orthodoxy (Tetlock, 2002). Such ideological puritans may be concerned that people who align with the ingoup's ideology for inauthentic reasons could undermine orthodoxy.



Cultural emphasis on authenticity

A person's cultural worldview may also determine how much they care about ideological authenticity. For example, whereas some cultural traditions moralize only external conduct, other cultures moralize both external conduct and internal subjective states (Cohen and Rozin, 2001). People who are socialized in cultures that moralize internal subjective states should be more chronically concerned with others' ideological authenticity.




Situational determinants

We next review illustrative examples of situational factors that may amplify concerns about ideological inauthenticity.


Ideological polarization

When two ideologies are highly polarized and partisans perceive one another as opposing rivals in a zero-sum struggle for cultural dominance (Jost et al., 2022), people should be strongly motivated to care about and police inauthenticity within their side. Ideological polarization should amplify authenticity concerns because people may believe that those with authentic convictions can be relied on to maintain fidelity to their side even if the balance of power tips toward their adversaries, whereas those whose convictions are inauthentic may be tempted to sellout and join the rival side in response to changing incentives. Furthermore, when ideological polarization is strong, people tend to attribute highly sinister motives to ideological opponents (Sullivan et al., 2010). A person who demonizes ideological adversaries may find it easy to imagine those adversaries resorting to ideological imposture to infiltrate their ideological community and subvert it from within.



Irreconcilable disagreements within ideological communities

When there is intense, sustained disagreement between factions within an ideological movement about their concrete agendas, this may lead each faction to suspect that the opposing faction's allegiance to the movement is motivated by ulterior motives rather than authentic ideological commitment. Because ideologies are abstract, there is often substantial interpretive work in operationalizing them into concrete plans (Ledgerwood et al., 2010). However, due to the influence of naïve realism (Ross and Ward, 1996), people are likely to underestimate the interpretive work involved in this translation, and consequently may assume that anyone who shares a given ideology should have the same understanding of its concrete implications. Thus, when two factions that claim allegiance to a common ideology disagree about its concrete operationalization, each faction may suspect that the other is acting in bad faith for some ulterior purpose. When there have been repeated, failed efforts to convince the other faction to support one's own action plans, the intransigence of the other side in resisting what seems the objectively obvious way to bring one's ideology into concrete realization may promote suspicion that they have some ulterior motivation.



Insecurity during ideological transitions

Concern about ideological inauthenticity may be especially pronounced when ideological norms are in transition within a community. For example, concerns about ideological authenticity tend to be pronounced following the overthrow of a long-entrenched regime by a revolutionary movement (Kuran, 1995). In post-revolutionary times, many individuals who previously supported the old regime publicly switch sides and now profess support for the ideology of the victorious revolutionaries (Kuran, 1995). Many of these late adopters may have been closet revolutionaries all along, but some may only be pretending to support the revolutionary regime's ideology because it is now expedient. Deep down, they may secretly still support the old regime and await an opportunity to restore it. The ambiguities about whether late supporters are true allies or pretenders is likely to heighten people's vigilance for signs of inauthenticity in their midst.



Dominance hierarchies and suspicion of moral hypocrisy

When entrenched dominance hierarchies face sustained challenges to their moral legitimacy, dominant group members may disavow explicit supremacist ideologies that rationalized these hierarchies in the past and claim to now embrace egalitarianism. For example, the 20th century saw a dramatic increase in White Americans' explicit endorsement of racial egalitarianism (Schuman et al., 1997). However, such egalitarian shifts often are not accompanied by active support for policies to dismantle hierarchical structures, and consequently hierarchies persist long after dominant groups explicitly disavow their ideological foundations (Schuman et al., 1997). This pattern is indicative of moral hypocrisy because dominants seem to be motivated to appear egalitarian without bearing the costs of actually being egalitarian (Batson et al., 1999). Awareness of such hypocrisy may make members of subordinate groups wary of trusting the authenticity of dominant individuals' commitment to egalitarianism, which sensitizes them to inauthenticity cues (Kunstman et al., 2016). Because subordinate groups face existential risks when they trust dominant group members who turn out to be false allies, they may need to develop vigilance for signs of inauthenticity. For example, people of color who report higher chronic suspicion of the authenticity of White people's non-prejudiced actions are more accurate in detecting fake smiles in White targets (LaCosse et al., 2015).



Illustrating dispositional and situational factors during the Reign of Terror

The French Revolution's Reign of Terror illustrates some of the hypothetical dispositional and situational motivations to police ideological authenticity. Considering dispositional factors, Maximilien Robespierre, a key advocate for the Terror, appears to have had a high need for epistemic security, as evidenced by his intellectual rigidity, hostility toward opposing views, and absolutist belief in a singular, true “will of the people” as the only legitimate basis of government (Scurr, 2006). When it comes to moral foundations, Robespierre also had a strong preoccupation with moral purity in all matters of public and private life (Scurr, 2006). Further, the Jacobin faction, which drove much of the Terror, appears to have developed a strong cultural valuation of authenticity through the influence of Rousseau's philosophy, which identified a person's authentic self with their inner, “natural” self, not the self conformed to social conventions (Linton, 2013). Many of the identified situational motivators of authenticity concern were also evident during the Terror. In particular, the Revolution itself was a period of ideological transition from the culture of the Ancien Régime to the new Republican ideology, which created pervasive uncertainty about where individuals' allegiances truly stood. Further, there was intense ideological polarization between the government and counter-revolutionary forces they were at war with throughout Europe and civil wars in the Vendée and other regions (Linton, 2013). There also were protracted ideological disagreements between Jacobin and Girondin factions within the Revolutionary government (Linton, 2013). Our analysis indicated that these various factors in combination would have created strong psychological pressures to care about and police ideological authenticity.





Authenticity policing and its consequences for perception and behavior

We have argued that concern about ideological inauthenticity sensitizes people to information about comrades' ideological inauthenticity. We next review examples of cues perceivers may be sensitized to when policing authenticity. Furthermore, when people know that their comrades care about authenticity, they should anticipate that others will also be scrutinizing their behavior for cues of inauthenticity, and these meta-perceptions may motivate them to adjust their behavior to avoid having their authenticity doubted (Willer et al., 2009). Thus, we consider not only how perceivers use inauthenticity cues to judge others but also how targets manage their expression of such cues to avoid being suspected of inauthenticity.


Distancing from ideological adversaries

Authenticity policing may lead people to closely monitor one another's affiliations with adherents of an opposing ideology (Jacoby-Senghor et al., 2015). Applying the logic of guilt by association, perceivers may question the authenticity of someone's ideological convictions if they engage in friendly relations with ideological adversaries, such as simply “liking” a non-ideological social media post from someone of the opposing camp. People may be reluctant to maintain social ties with ideological opponents for fear that such ties will trigger suspicion of their ideological authenticity. The motivation to avoid having one's authenticity suspected may thereby exacerbate the problem of ideologically polarized social networks (Jost et al., 2022).



Overvaluing extreme means

The means someone uses to pursue ideological ends is another relevant cue for assessing authenticity. Multifinal means promote one's ideological cause and other personal goals simultaneously (Kruglanski et al., 2015). By contrast, counterfinal means promote one's ideological cause but are detrimental to other goals (Kruglanski et al., 2015). Due to their differential utility for other goals, these means likely differ in implications for signaling authenticity of ideological convictions. Perceivers who witness a person using a multifinal means are likely to doubt that it was done from authentic desire to promote the ideological goal and instead credit the alternative possibility that it was driven by motivation to achieve other associated goals. Counterfinal means are a more effective authenticity signal because perceivers will assume that only a genuinely committed person would willingly sacrifice important goals to further their ideological cause (Bélanger et al., 2014; Hall et al., 2015).



Undervaluing compromise

Authenticity policing may make people skeptical of the ideological authenticity of comrades who support pragmatic compromises with ideological adversaries (Kelman, 1997). Compromise may be taken as a sign that one is secretly aligned with those opponents. When authenticity policing is strong, people may therefore be reluctant to support pragmatic compromises with adversaries because they anticipate it will lead their comrades to question their authenticity.



Suspicion when ideology is not inherently self-interested

The self-interest norm indicates it is natural to support self-serving ideologies (Miller, 1999). Thus, perceivers may be perplexed when someone supports an ideology that is not obviously self-interested (e.g., White people supporting anti-racism; Chu and Ashburn-Nardo, 2022; Burns and Granz, 2023). To resolve this perplexity, perceivers may seize on information that the person adopted the ideology for inauthentic reasons, such as reputation enhancement. Consistent with this, perceivers are more likely to suspect that sharing one's pronouns in the workplace is motivated by inauthentic, reputation-enhancing reasons when performed by a cisgender person compared to a trans person (Kodipady et al., 2023).




Framework for future research

This review proposes a framework for systematic investigation of authenticity policing that builds on previous work on suspicious social perceptions. Previous work establishes that awareness of ulterior motives for others' actions may lead perceivers to suspect that someone's outward behavior does not authentically reflect their inner attitudes (e.g., Fein, 1996). Other previous work has linked suspicion of others' motivations to vigilance for evidence of inauthenticity (e.g., LaCosse et al., 2015). The proposed model builds on this work by emphasizing that motivation to care about authenticity is required to translate suspicions of others' ulterior motives into authenticity policing. This emphasis on motivational factors that influence people to care about ideological inauthenticity distinguishes this model from evolutionary psychology approaches that emphasize generalized vigilance against inauthenticity as a function of an adaptive cheater-detection mechanism (Cosmides, 1989).

The proposed model also has a novel emphasis on the active work perceivers do in order to police others' authenticity when they are motivated to care about inauthenticity. Table 1 summarizes a set of hypotheses based on this proposed framework. Testing these hypotheses will require researchers to develop methods to gauge the strength of motivation to police authenticity. One such approach could involve providing perceivers an array of information about a target and examining whether they selectively seek information relevant to assessing the target's ideological authenticity and then apply this to make decisions about excluding that target from their ingroup.


TABLE 1 Five hypotheses for future research on authenticity policing.

[image: Table 1]

Further research on the psychological drivers of authenticity policing is important because the very practices that social groups use to pressure their members to outwardly conform to the group's ideology may ironically lead them to subsequently question whether this outward conformity is authentic or merely motivated to relieve those pressures. Thus, groups that care about members' ideological authenticity often feel a need to extend their social control efforts even after successfully pressuring members to outwardly conform. Also, because information about people's internal attitudes is hard to come by and never definitive (as psychologists who study attitudes know all too well), social groups that care about this type of authenticity are likely to rely on ever more extensive and intrusive forms of ideological policing. Furthermore, history shows that when authenticity policing becomes a widespread practice, it tends to empower the dominant regime at the expense of significantly corroding trust and well-being within communities (Bergemann, 2019). Research on the motivational roots of authenticity policing may provide valuable insights to help communities avoid the self-destructive consequences of succumbing to the Jacobin temptation.
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Hypothesis 2

Hypothesis 3

Hypothesis 4

Hypothesis 5

If perceivers are aware of strong (vs. weak) external incentives for people to feign their ideological commitments and perceivers have
high (vs. low) dispositional motives to care about others’ ideological authenticity then they should be more likely to actively attend
to cues of ideological inauthenticity and use those cues to form impressions of targets. Examples of dispositional motives to care
about ideological authenticity include strength of identification with the ingroup’s ideology, chronic need for epistemic security,
moral foundations emphasizing loyalty and purity, and socialization in a cultural tradition that moralizes internal subjective states.
Relevant cues for assessing ideological authenticity vs. inauthenticity include: presence vs. absence of social ties to ideological
adversaries, using multifinal vs. counterfinal means to pursue ideological goals, acceptance vs. resistance of compromise with
ideological adversaries, and having vs. lacking inherent self-interest in the ideology.

If perceivers are aware of strong (vs. weak) external incentives for people to feign their ideological commitments and perceivers have
high (vs. low) situational motives to care about others’ ideological authenticity then they should be more likely to actively attend to
cues of ideological inauthenticity and use those cues to form impressions of targets. Examples of situational motives to care about
ideological authenticity include strong polarization with ideological outgroups, insecurity during periods of ideological transition,
irreconcilable disagreements between factions within the ideological ingroup, and shifting dominance relations. For examples of
relevant cues see Hypothesis 1.

‘When perceivers are motivated to engage in ideological policing they will be more likely to endorse intrusive methods to collect
information that is relevant to assessing ideological authenticity in ingroup members. Possible intrusive means to collect this
information could include intrusions into privacy such as supporting digital profiling or implicit attitude screening measures of job
applicants to determine whether their beliefs authentically align with an organization’s ideology.

‘When perceivers are motivated to engage in ideological policing they will be more likely to support efforts to reeducate or purge
ingroup members when cues suggest that those members’ ideological inauthenticity is high. For examples of relevant cues see
Hypothesis 1.

Individuals’ meta-perceptions that members of their ideological ingroup are likely to subject them to authenticity policing will
motivate them to monitor and adjust their own behavior to enhance authenticity cues and reduce inauthenticity cues. For examples
of relevant cues see Hypothesis 1
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