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Recent years have seen an increase in partisan politics and social conflict, marked 
by the emergence of “alternative media” and fake news. This essay argues that social 
change (e.g., demographic shifts, globalization, information technologies) can create 
widespread crises in identity, and many of the more sensational public issues (i.e., fake 
news, conspiracy theories, etc.) represent expressions of shared psychological defenses 
against dramatic disruptions in self-concept. This essay uses a structural perspective 
on interpersonal theory as well as concepts from group theory to understand how 
politics influences identity and, in particular, how the projections of identity become 
interwoven with the political process.
KEYWORDS: Projection; politics; fake news; conspiracy; interpersonal; group; isomorphism.

Hate is just as injurious to the person who hates. Like an unchecked 
cancer, hate corrodes the personality and eats away its vital unity. Hate 
destroys a man’s sense of values and his objectivity. It causes him to 
describe the beautiful as ugly and the ugly as beautiful, and to confuse 
the true with the false and the false with the true.

—Martin Luther King Jr., “Loving Your Enemies”

On December 6, 2016, a man walked into a Washington, D.C., area pizzeria carrying 
a Colt AR-15 assault rifle, a .38-caliber Colt revolver, and a folding knife, all of which 
he used to frighten patrons and staff into fleeing the restaurant. He proceeded to 
spend the next 45 minutes searching the building, shooting his way through locked 
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doors in search of hidden tunnels, secret rooms, or any other concealed features. 
He eventually surrendered to police without incident when he did not find any 
evidence of the child trafficking that he imagined (Fisher, Cox, & Hermann, 2016).

James Alefantis, owner of Comet Ping Pong, the aforementioned pizzeria, ex-
plained that his restaurant in this tony D.C. neighborhood became the subject of a 
withering Internet conspiracy. Rumor alleged that Hillary Clinton and her campaign 
manager, John D. Podesta, ran an occult child abuse ring that was involved with 
kidnapping, trafficking, and pedophilia. What started as chatter on Twitter and in 
Internet chatrooms gained steam through various sites for right-wing alternative 
media. It spawned a grassroots campaign of harassment, and Alefantis reported that 
he received more than 150 accusatory calls per day (Fisher et al., 2016). Pictures of 
his children, taken from social media, were appropriated to stand in as evidence 
of children in distress (Kang, 2016). Neighboring businesses found themselves cast 
as accomplices in the conspiracy, facing comparable criticism and harassment. 
Complaints by these local business owners were not taken up by police, or at least 
not until the SWAT team was called (Fisher et al., 2016).

By the time the armed vigilante arrived at Comet Ping Pong, the online paranoia 
had reached full froth. For as shocking as this episode is, it also follows the same 
polarizing trends in our politics. What became known as Pizzagate represents merely 
a shrill cry in an otherwise deteriorating social dialogue. The conspiracy paints a 
portrait of the world in which morally bankrupt villains, virtually unmatched in 
their power, can act with impunity. A danger lurks under the cover of the banal 
while the world sits by in ignorance and indifference. This is part of a de facto tem-
plate for conspiracies and easily maps onto familiar roles in trauma narratives (the 
perpetrator, the victim, the bystander, the hero; see Karpman, 1968).

This essay, however, is not intended as a case study of the man who attempted 
to rescue fictional child victims. To do so would leave too much to speculation, and 
it would also be too easy to write off such an outlandish incident as a case of a bad 
apple in a barrel. I believe that however “unmoored” these fringe elements may seem, 
they are swept along by the same sociopolitical currents that impact all of us. The 
degradation of our public discourse involves all of us, and as a nation, we appear 
to be reaching a time when even civil discourse can seem out of reach. Thoughtful 
attention will notice how so many of us contribute to this fraternal estrangement 
in ways both subtle and pronounced.

To offer a personal example, during the most recent election season, I tried to 
watch a major political party convention on TV with the intention of listening to 
the “other side.” Within minutes of tuning in, I felt angry enough to turn it off. I 
consider myself to be civic minded, and I make an effort to be informed. I don’t 
assume that everyone who thinks and votes differently than I do is immoral or 
unhealthy. Perhaps my friends and family might disagree, but I don’t regard myself 
as particularly primitive in my defenses or so narcissistically brittle that I cannot 
stomach disagreement. What is it about this proverbial dialogue that has become 
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so noxious? How is it that otherwise psychologically healthy people now have so 
much difficulty talking with each other about our future?

Political opinions are as complex and overdetermined a phenomenon as there 
ever was, and it is beyond the scope of this article to make suggestions about all 
that goes into shaping them. To do so would be to focus on psychology in politics. 
Instead, this essay is about the reverse, namely, the place of politics in psychology. It 
is about how a shared public process becomes interwoven with the private heart of 
identity. This essay invites us to think broadly about how politics plays into individual 
psychology—or more specifically, how politics plays out through the projections 
of individual psychology. I suggest that the crisis in our politics is fed in no small 
part by a widespread crisis in identity felt by millions of people brought on by social 
change. With the help of concepts from interpersonal and group theories, we may 
hope to understand something about this crisis.

First, some foundational structural theory on interpersonal dynamics: Reality 
itself is held in dialectics. For example, it is impossible to have a concept of “here” 
without juxtaposing it with “not-here,” namely, “there.” This is true in all human 
experience: There could be no sense of light without dark, no before without after, no 
good without bad, and so on. Interpersonal theory recognizes that the same is true 
about subjectivity, which is to say that there could be no concept of “me” without a 
concept of “you.” Establishing a sense of “me” is partly a matter of recognizing that 
my experience of self stands in relation to an other, who may be like me but is also 
“not-me.” In that regard, subjectivity always emerges from intersubjectivity (Gregg, 
1991; Hermans & Kempen, 1993).

Psychologically, the dynamics of dialectical reciprocity constitute the founda-
tion of self-experience. Any characteristic that we might use to describe the self is 
established in and through relationships. For example, one person could not be 
“tall” unless someone else were “short,” and so it goes with smart and stupid, rich 
and poor, dominant and submissive, and so on. Over time, we begin to internalize 
these qualities such that we identify with some more than others. For example, I 
might know I am tall regardless of who is around, but my “tallness” is relative to 
most people, and that might mean different things in, say, the Netherlands compared 
with Guatemala. We repeatedly confirm a sense of self in these patterns, such that 
some qualities acquire an existential salience. “I am tall (not short), and smart (not 
stupid), etc.” What are intrinsically comparisons come to feel definitive as though 
independent of relationships.

Curiously, if we are attentive and mindful of our experience, we will find the 
fullest range of each dialectic within ourselves: Rhetorically, we can be both smart 
and stupid, depending on the moment. Neither defines us completely, and accept-
ing the fullness of our humanity involves recognizing the full range of experience. 
Because relationships (and, by extension, identity) hinge on stability over time, the 
self will unconsciously project its expectations into replicating patterns of interper-
sonal dynamics. I “recognize” myself as smart and thereby unconsciously project 
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this expectation in my interactions with others in anticipation of confirmation. This 
phenomenon of recurrent patterns—even sometimes at great cost to the individual 
(e.g., think of the client who “recognizes” himself or herself as worthless)—speaks 
to how an individual’s whole sense of self (thoughts, feelings, behaviors, sensations, 
etc.) is subject not only to intrapsychic processes or contingent schedules of rein-
forcement but also to an entire interpersonal history.

It should be said that some characteristics by which people might define them-
selves (e.g., “civic minded,” “White,” “socially conscious”) reflect the interwoven 
complexity of many dialectics and identifications. For example, to speak about being 
“civic minded” implies in-group/out-group identifications, vis-à-vis community af-
filiation. It invokes a possible range of value orientations (e.g., what it means to be 
a good citizen) as well as contrasting qualities (e.g., responsible/not responsible). 
As an adjective, it encodes a great deal through shared public and private discourse 
about personal and social dynamics that are nevertheless still open to discussion, 
debate, and interpretation—and as such, the descriptor is used comparatively to 
make identity distinctions (e.g., “I’m like this, not that”). Such complex traits are 
as if compounds of qualities, brought together in values and beliefs that may vary 
in their sensibilities. Such features are similar to how we might understand that a 
brass bell is molded from an alloy, varying in levels of impurities and variations, 
and shaped for a given purpose. The personal melds to the political as it is crafted  
to a context.

In establishing a self, these personal and political experiences of group dynam-
ics matter just as much as interpersonal relationships of “me” and “you.” Groups of 
all kinds (e.g., families, neighbors, professions, ethnic groups) fashion themselves 
through the interactions of members and nonmembers, the interplay of one group 
with the next. Groups become both the building blocks of identity and the context 
in which building takes place. For example, a central factor like race is a social 
construct that effectively involves group affiliations—and it is important to note 
that this is regardless of one’s conscious or willful associations. (A case in point is 
that many an immigrant has come to the United States and has been surprised to 
discover that he or she has been stamped with a new label with which the person 
did not identify nor which he or she wanted.) Race carries a social valence, and 
those experiencing the label may accept, explore, challenge, and so on, the currency 
it holds. But the point remains: As a marker of identity, race and other associations 
are indexed to other groups, which are intrinsically comparative and contextual.

For any individual, the person must come to terms with the implications of both 
intra- and intergroup associations. These various dynamics—the interpersonal and 
the group-level identifications—are concurrent, syncretic processes in a mash-up 
of identity claims. We discover ourselves in no small part through the co-creation 
of beliefs about the “world”; part of what allows the “self ” to emerge is the way in 
which the individual stands in relation to the “world.” One’s worldview provides 
a veritable map by which the self, the world, and one’s relationship to it stand in 
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clear definition. The worldview not only maps the world—it simultaneously maps 
the self (Gregg, 1991).

The idea here is straightforward: Anyone who has found himself or herself deal-
ing with a big fish in a small pond knows how contextually dependent our identities 
and realities truly are. We, as individuals, internalize a range of interpersonal and 
group dynamics that we experience as foundational to what comes to be regarded 
as the stable, “core” sense of self. It begins in infancy when a child takes delight as 
the apple of his or her mother’s eye, and it continues in ever greater elaborations 
until the day we die. We psychologically defend this sense of self (sometimes to the 
exclusion of other aspects of self) because having a stable self is the first step toward 
having stable relationships, which is the only way of meeting our needs against the 
demands of reality. After all, we are social animals, and we need each other.

Projection is a part of all relationships. When Freud realized this, he attempted 
to harness it in terms of transference, and it was in the process of working through 
projected material that he presumed analysis could cure. In particular, projection 
was thought of as a primitive defense that, once disarmed, would, like transference, 
resolve. Indeed, this is part of why early conceptualizations of countertransference 
presumed it to be an “error” on the part of the analyst—an indication that his or 
her own analysis was incomplete. But over time, therapists came to understand 
that countertransference could be useful and was not a secret testimonial of one’s 
neuroses but rather could be an integral part of natural reactions in relationships. 
More than simply its traditional notion as a primitive defense, projection took on 
a broader mantle in contemporary thinking. Relational perspectives understood 
it as incumbent to any relationship, and it is in this more expansive vein that I use 
the term here to talk about the dialectical and dialogical nature of reality and the 
construction of self.

Projection is part of what imbues meaning to our experiences of the world, but 
it begins to function less dialogically and more defensively when it unconsciously 
distorts dynamics beyond what a shared experience might allow—all in service 
of protecting a particular sense of self. Initially, there may be a painful relational 
experience in which one’s vulnerabilities are laid bare before another. One might 
experience that “you seem so strong, and I feel so weak,” where weakness feels unten-
able and threatening to this particular sense of self. Classically—in the traditional 
sense of projection as a defense—one projects one’s distress out into the world to 
escape it: “I’m not weak! You’re weak!” The unconscious envisions the reciprocal 
conditions that would allow the individual to have a desirable response as opposed 
to the felt response. With this projected material now “out there (not here),” it be-
comes possible for the individual to take a variety of stances toward weakness (e.g., 
confidence, pity, disgust).

Projecting material “out” is one type of inversion of a weak–strong dialectic, but 
projection also works defensively through projective identification. In the latter, it 
is not so much that the material is projected out as it is that any sense of the other 
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is predetermined. Rather than recognizing the distress as derivative of one’s iden-
tifications, it is attributed to the actions of the other. “If I feel weak and vulnerable, 
then you must be threatening and hostile.” Never mind the evidence; this is as if to 
say, “My feelings are the reality by which to judge the other.” Of course, sometimes 
people are legitimately threatening and hostile. The difference, however, is that in 
projective identification, the unconscious enlists the other (or narrowly perceives 
facets of the other) to re-create an interpersonal dynamic that will preserve a spe-
cific sense of self, such as replaying familiar roles from a trauma narrative. There is 
an element of control, as if to say, “I recognize myself in this way, and so I need to 
see myself as such in your eyes.” In projective identification, there is no dialogue or 
interplay—only a token exchange of lifeless scripts.

In either defense, one fails to see humanity’s complexity in three dimensions, and 
the entirety of the intersubjective exchange gets proverbially flattened out. In the 
example of strength and weakness, it plays out in two dimensions, namely, power 
and hedonic tone—which are in fact the constrictions that the individual ascribes 
to his or her own sense of self, as though these dimensions alone were definitive 
and most important. Projection does not allow us to escape from that which we so 
keenly feel the need to expel. Rather, it brings us face-to-face with it by presenting 
it to us in a form we don’t recognize. The more frightened the underlying feeling 
is, the more rigid is the portrayal and the more lacking it is in insight. Healthy 
intersubjectivity allows for greater complexity with more dimensions, including 
mentalization, emotional ambivalence, time and change, and so on. Allowing in a 
measure of complexity and latitude—“maybe they’re not like that” or “maybe this 
is not such a big deal”—introduces the freedom to have different responses and 
accepts a wider range of one’s own humanity. Sometimes we can all be both smart 
and stupid, and this does not have to be a threat to our psychological integrity.

Up until now, this article has discussed the interpersonal foundations of self-
experience and the ways that projection—both in its broad contemporary sense 
and in its traditional formulation as a defense—functions in human relationships. 
Here the article shifts to consider how politics fundamentally constitutes a form 
of relating that is inextricable from self-concept. Such a frame makes it possible to 
talk about how projection, typically understood as a psychodynamic phenomenon, 
can play into—and play out through—the dynamics of a political phenomenon.

Former speaker of the House and Massachusetts congressman Thomas “Tip” 
O’Neil once said, “All politics is local.” A particularly psychodynamic way to read 
that quote would be to say that all politics is relational, which is to say that it 
involves projection. Politics is fundamentally about how individuals attempt to 
relate to complex human systems, namely, the movement and choices of groups 
in aggregate. To say that all politics involves projection acknowledges the endless, 
ubiquitous re-creation of group identities, which are themselves interwoven with the 
“local” concerns of any relationship: the need to belong, to feel love, to feel safe, to 
feel a sense of control, and so on. Politics is about relating to groups, and any act of 
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relating involves projections of self from past experience into present expectation.
By way of comparison, we can think of how interpersonal relationships develop. 

For example, in a psychodynamic perspective, it would be absurd to suggest that 
one’s relationship with one’s parents had no influence on the love of one’s spouse. 
Each of these intimacies calls upon attachment styles and identifications, among 
so much more. Interpersonally, the love relationship with one’s spouse confirms 
an experience of one’s self: “I see myself as special in your eyes. You see me for the 
good and bad, my traits, my faults and foibles. These are the qualities by which I 
know myself, and by which those who knew me before also loved me.” Of course, 
in some relationships, the interpersonal dynamic may shift (i.e., “You see me in 
ways that those who came before failed to see me”), but the reciprocity to confirm 
self-concept remains. You love your partner for who he or she is but also for how 
he or she reminds you of who you are.

Just as we might love a partner for reasons that both affirm him or her as an 
individual as well as harken to our past, so too our politics evokes both projection 
and issues of policy. For each of us, the pull for our projections is uniquely our own. 
Even shared sensibilities or a party line doesn’t detract from the private intrapsychic 
motivations of self-expression. And so while we may deliberately use research and 
rhetoric to craft policy positions, our priorities and values are expressions of identity, 
which is inherently about finding a self through relationships. Political attitudes 
reflect the same questions in basic attachments: Can people be trusted? What makes 
us safe? How do people get taken care of? These themes echo in attitudes toward 
institutions and constituencies (i.e., the military, bureaucrats, teachers and schools, 
etc.). It would be simplistic to think that political opinions could easily line up with 
attachment styles, but it would be equally simplistic to think that political opinions 
do not activate attachment issues.

Again, this article is about politics in psychology, and so the question comes 
back to the existential tension that holds the self, the world, and their relationship 
in balance. When a political process unfolds, it bears down on individuals through 
all the same means by which we establish a self. It casts new light on self-concept, 
which we reflexively defend to sustain continuity, coherence, integrity, and so on. 
In other words, faced with political change, people will naturally respond in ways 
that attempt to conserve the most existentially salient features of their sense of self, 
intersectionality notwithstanding. This often means renegotiating a stance toward 
the world—an intimate and existential process that is inseparable from the public 
sphere, which is to say, political movement. Political winds of change will always 
blow into the sails of projection, because politics always has bearing on identity.

For example, if someone identifies as a U.S. American but feels the election of 
Donald Trump shames the country, then that casts new light on what it means for 
that person to be an American. It creates the bind of seeing oneself a certain way 
when one’s group identifications may cast things otherwise. Aspects of this may be 
conscious but are just as likely to be unconscious. Again, the existential salience of 
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self-definition comes out: “I am an American (not foreign). I am proud of myself 
(not ashamed). I am ashamed (not proud).” At its healthiest, a self begins to find 
room for these inherent tensions and potential contradictions, but it may also be-
come more defensive. What gets defended will likely vary.

Some may disavow the identification (e.g., “I’m moving to Canada”). Some may 
dialectically distinguish “America” as “good” while distancing themselves from what 
they find “bad” or shameful (e.g., when speaking about Trump or Obama, “He’s 
not my president”). Others may discount “America” as “bad,” as if the fault lies with 
the country. It may also track alongside other dialectics, such as before/after (e.g., 
“America was corrupted by . . .”). Reconciling these tensions also depends on what 
else we hold dear. For example, if I believe in American exceptionalism and I feel 
shame, my process of self-reconciliation may well be different from that of someone 
who sees exceptionalism as a myth. Strictly in terms of one’s psychological integrity, 
a fidelity to historical facts may or may not be important, depending on how brittle 
one’s sense of self may be.

Defending a sense of self also depends on maintaining a sense of self-in-relation 
to the “world.” Much of our socialization (and, by extension, identity) remains un-
conscious, and so the same is true about unconscious assumptions we may make 
about the world. For example, if being a “White male” serves as a cornerstone in my 
psychological organization—regardless of whether I acknowledge social privilege— 
then even as that remains factually unchanged, it may still be insufficient to sustain 
self-concept if I no longer know how being a White male will play in my social con-
text. Like a wooden nickel, it is as if that marker no longer has the same currency, 
and when a worldview—this proverbial map by which one finds and defines one-
self—no longer serves as a guide by affirming projections of self-concept, a person 
may become “lost,” setting up a defensive scramble “to make it line up again,” as 
though to force the world “back into place.”

(As an editorial note, this article points out that a shift in political dynamics 
can create profound distress—both conscious and unconscious—for many people. 
Noticing this suffering, however, should not be taken to suggest that someone has 
been “wronged.” This article is not attempting to speak to any of the moral questions 
of justice. Acknowledging, for example, that some people may feel distressed about 
change is not the same as suggesting that social change should not happen. Rather, 
the point is that political change can often hit people deeply. In general, the greater 
the change is, the greater the impact is; the deeper the impact is, the greater the 
defense is. How people choose to respond—and, moreover, how much is possible 
in terms of growth and transformation in a single lifetime—is a separate question.)

Again, a more robust self begins to contain contradictions, but political fallout 
reflects these shifting dynamics. Political movements reflect the various postures 
collectively taken to stabilize various worldviews. Here I am suggesting that our 
hyperpartisan politics is fueled by the reactive unconscious behavior of so many 
people from all walks of life struggling with self-definition in an era of social 
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change. When discrepant worldviews face ever-widening gaps, the shared sense of 
experience becomes increasingly narrow. It is as if I cannot find what I recognize 
about myself in your eyes, and you cannot recognize yourself in mine. The natural 
projective process no longer sustains reciprocity, and the result is a conflict of self-
definition. As a general rule, I argue that political extremism (of any stripe, at least 
in terms of the intrapsychic function of politics in psychology) is an expression of 
desperate attempts (conscious or otherwise) to address intense affect related to basic 
relational needs of self-concept.

If projection is central to all relationships, and politics reflects the projections 
of how people relate to groups, then that still leaves the question of how political 
conflict became so encompassing. What makes dialogue so noxious? Why do oth-
erwise reasonable people get into such unreasonable debates? Concepts from group 
theory are helpful in understanding this phenomenon. The concept of isomorphism 
in psychology suggests that distinct levels of analysis exert pressure on proximal 
levels in ways that influence their qualities and expression. For example, in a therapy 
group, the clinician must try to track events on three levels: the intrapsychic (for 
each member), the interpersonal (between members), and the group as a whole 
(as a collective dynamic).

If, let’s say, a leader in a therapy group consistently intercedes whenever mem-
bers show anger with each other in session, then this potentially undermines the 
possible range of emotion for the group as a whole, as members may feel chastened 
for their frustration. Anger in the group becomes untenable, which subsequently 
exerts pressure through group dynamics on members not to experience anger in 
their relationships with each other. Some may unconsciously turn it inward as de-
pression, while others may dissociate it entirely. Some members may become more 
anxious as they reflexively guard against interactions that might produce anger. Here 
a series of interpersonal exchanges affects the functioning of the group as a whole. 
The effect is a group-level phenomenon that constrains the range of what can be 
incorporated into an (intrapsychic) understanding of experience. Isomorphically, 
each level is impacted in comparable ways. In this, we start to think about how a 
healthy self may be drawn into and participate in an unhealthy group process.

Facing years of social change (e.g., demographic shifts, globalization, rise of the 
Information Age), pressures on the level of group identification disrupt the old order 
that held fixtures in balance. Regardless of how one weighs the value of these changes, 
that weight impacts all of us as an equal-opportunity moment of self-redefinition, 
independent of how healthy or unhealthy one might be psychologically. Changes in 
one’s world speak to changes in the terms of one’s self-definition, because the natural 
projective process (in the contemporary sense of projection) no longer reaffirms 
self-concept in the same ways. The power of social change to change each of us is 
nothing less than the power of group dynamics on the largest scale.

Different people will deal with this in different ways. In such moments, we might 
do the work of containing contradictions of self-experience, even when it comes 
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with growing pains of chagrin, humility, sadness, anger, and more. For example, a 
person might admit, “Sometimes, I can be tolerant and patient . . . and sometimes 
hypocritical and judgmental”—a painful confession perhaps, but one that can un-
dercut a person’s unconscious impulse toward blaming and projective identification, 
because the person no longer needs the other to be defined in a particular way in 
order to integrate aspects of the person’s own self-experience. There are times, of 
course, when people may lean away from such contradictions, and the projective 
process becomes more rigid and defensive. Embracing complexity makes flexibility 
possible. It creates the possibility for a range of responses, including dialogue and 
empathy. On the other hand, defensive projection leads to hate, which becomes 
calcified and injurious.

For some of us, this strain may mean difficulty listening to the “other side,” even 
when the first complaint might be that “his” or “her” side is ill informed or lacks 
complexity. One of the reasons such moments can be psychologically painful is 
because the natural and dialectical process of projection is so wildly misattuned. 
For others, the strain may mean “giving up” on politics entirely as if to dissociate it. 
And still yet for some, it may spur activism, suspicions, or even conspiracies. When 
individuals resist containing self-contradictions, it often looks like arrogance, ac-
cusations, and judgmental attitudes. When groups resist this change, it often looks 
like partisanship, polarization, and vilification. If we hope to understand and resolve 
these tensions, it becomes important to try to understand the ways in which projec-
tion works differently in interpersonal and political realms.

I would suggest that this is where a structural and interpersonal theory is most 
illuminating in understanding political dynamics. The human mind in each of its 
many facets is about “call and response.” As discussed earlier, I might experience 
myself a certain way and so project that into my interpersonal encounters. My 
projection—my “call,” in the broadest contemporary sense of projection—meets 
with a “response” from an other, and we share a series of interactions that confirm 
(or perhaps refute) that sense of self. Consistency over time creates the lived sense 
of integrity. We relate this way to groups as well, but in “calling out” to the group as 
a whole, there is no “other” to clearly respond.

The group as a whole exists as a dynamic phenomenon, but not as an entity. There 
are many “others,” but there is no “Other” with which one dialogues. The clearest 
“response” is our reading of the collective movement, which itself is subject to our 
own projections. Various pundits may claim to tell us what this election “is about,” 
whether that is xenophobia, income inequality, or frustration with Washington. 
Each of these interpretations attempts to provide a coherent, unified answer that 
can explain group dynamics. Such a “response” is in fact so many millions of oth-
ers, each responding to a shared dynamic and calling out in his or her own way.

When defensive projection is political (as opposed to interpersonal), the basic 
intrapsychic defensive process remains the same by disavowing what is experienced 
as “not-me,” but the social exchange is different. The projected material in politics 
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is not ascribed to (an) individual actor(s) but to a collective comprising many ac-
tors grouped as one. Nevertheless, the group may be regarded as having traits and 
qualities that otherwise imply the existence of coherence among its members. The 
full range of diversity in the group is denied. Interpersonally, projection denies the 
full range of an other’s humanity: “I’m smart! You’re stupid!” Politically, though, 
this looks like painting with a broad brush: “All those rednecks are just . . .” or “Let 
me tell you about the liberal media . . .”

There is a seduction in reductively attempting to understand groups as entities, 
to see others as an Other. Recognizing the dynamic power of the group as a whole 
is not the same as thinking of the group as a separate thing in itself. Giving in to 
this seduction is an indication of increasingly rigid defenses—an us-versus-them 
mentality. How rigid and insistent those projections become (i.e., dogmatic ortho-
doxy, conspiracy theory, revisionist histories, etc.) is a measure of the affect held at 
bay and the importance of sustaining the worldview, often at increasing cost to its 
coherence. In rigidity, people find difficulty in agreeing on basic facts. The call is 
strident and unyielding, a rising reaction to a pronounced (unconscious) need for a 
clear, parochial response. There is an urgency to find affirmation of one’s worldview 
(and by extension, to strong-arm a sense of self) from the world itself. It becomes a 
fight about reality, seeking validation from an Other even when no such presence 
exists to provide reciprocity.

For example, when conspiracy theories provide a unitary explanation of all 
behavior, this is an indication of the dire implications of identity in flux. Power 
may be ascribed to an identified villain (i.e., Hillary Clinton, the Koch brothers, 
etc.) because it concentrates an understanding of the group—as others—into an 
understanding of an Other. A more paranoid perspective will see a pronounced 
coherence among actors in a group. Any discrepant facts get swept up as evidence 
of manipulation or cunning. A well-elaborated paranoid view may account for some 
diversity among contingents or factions (e.g., “the neocons and the evangelicals re-
ally disagree about . . .”), but a pronounced feature of paranoia is the singularity to 
which complex things are reduced (“but Republican voters are really all the same 
when it comes to . . .”).

This is not a partisan thing that is unique to liberals or conservatives. It can 
and does occur at all points across the political spectrum, although different 
points of view may be more taxed by a given social change than others (Fessler, 
Pisor, & Holbrook 2017). Rather, it is a human question about the health of self-
in-relation, particularly in relation to large groups. Some moments in history have 
been more or less rigid politically, and some of history’s best moments (read as 
history’s healthiest moments in collective human development) have been its most 
discursive. In such moments, the exchange among groups and their members was 
supple enough to allow for dialogue and complex interplay because compromise, 
ambivalence, and cooperation did not seem so threatening to a basic sense of 
self. Such a sense of self allows for a greater range within dialectics of experiences 
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without incurring perceived risks to one’s psychological integrity or well-being.
Resisting the seduction of defensive political projection involves holding on to 

the fullness and complexity of humanity—whether it is our own, or that of others, 
or that of the groups to which they belong. Doing so starts by accounting for the 
diversity of the group itself. For example, it may be easier to hold on to complexity 
when thinking about one’s coworkers, who represent a group more closely popu-
lated with names and faces. Holding on to complexity in national or international 
politics can be a different matter, and not an easy one when one feels the passions 
of politics and the shifting weight of one’s psychological integrity.

Isomorphism can also help us understand constructive ways forward. When 
individuals cultivate a healthy, robust sense of self that includes the fullness of 
their humanity—warts and all—it becomes possible to move clear of the riptides 
in defensive projection. A healthy self continues to see the humanity of others (and 
the diverse humanity of the groups to which they belong) even if the others’ rigidity 
denies or negates the humanity of another. Not to be confused: Sympathy for the 
other is a subtle conceit of the arrogance that projection makes possible, but genuine 
empathy (even in the context of limits) holds out the possibility of restoring the 
type of projective reciprocity that mutually reaffirms humanity. I believe this was a 
central message in Martin Luther King Jr.’s (1967) exhortation,

We shall match your capacity to inflict suffering by our capacity to endure suffering. 
We will meet your physical force with soul force. Do to us what you will and we will 
still love you. . . . But be assured that we’ll wear you down by our capacity to suffer, 
and one day we will win our freedom. We will not only win freedom for ourselves; 
we will appeal to your heart and conscience that we will win you in the process, and 
our victory will be a double victory.

From the bottom up, politics gets better as people get better, which often demands 
the deepest intentions to bear witness in the face of misattuned projections, be that 
in relation to individuals or groups.

It is also possible to work from the top down. One way to understand construc-
tive social leadership is that it provides people with a felt sense of how to coherently 
resolve conflicts of self-in-relation during changing times. Destructive social leader-
ship often leads to heightening disparities and polarizing dialectics, which serve as 
points of self-definition. This corrosive leadership traffics in identifying “enemies” 
(e.g., Comet Ping Pong) while flattering “allies” precisely because it capitalizes on 
the basic dialectics of “good guys” versus “bad guys.” Make no mistake: There are 
wrongs and injustices that deserve impassioned responses, but fighting with convic-
tion for what is right is not the same as vilifying the opposition or losing sight of 
their humanity in all its complexity. When facing head winds from the top down, 
it becomes all the more important for individuals to open their hearts and minds 
to work from the bottom up.

Steps toward healthy reciprocity start with awareness. Projective political defenses 
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can take familiar forms: It is the personalized echo chamber of a social media feed. 
It is selectively reading from the media. It is polarization in rhetoric and the genesis 
of fake news. For the purposes of this article, “fake news” refers to those stories that 
either describe events that did not happen or embellish stories with statements that 
are untrue. This is the rhetorical psychosis of our politics. This is not psychosis in a 
clinical sense. No one involved—not the creators, the consumers, the re-tweeters, 
the let’s-pile-on-ers—need demonstrate clinical indications of pathology for this to 
signal serious group pathology. Some of the actors may be quite conscious and de-
liberate, both manipulative and deceitful, while others are just as paranoid or earnest 
in their suspicions. Again, there may be a tremendous mix of intrapsychic motives 
(which is why a profile of the Pizzagate vigilante would be of limited use), but as an 
expression of our national zeitgeist and the country as a whole, fake news represents 
an expression of exquisite suffering defended by the wildest of projective defenses. 
This is a group-level process in which a shared basis for facts and relationships is 
lost—a rupture in our shared reality and an outlet for intense emotion. This happens 
as the disruption of one’s sense of being-in-the-world—that sense of self, world, 
and the dialogical relationship between them—becomes completely unworkable.

That this occurs in politics and media is not altogether surprising. Some things pull 
naturally for projection—the “call” without “response,” a yell shouted at the veritable 
horizons of the mind. These are those things with which people have fundamental 
and profound relationships but for which they can never find an Other with whom 
to dialogue. Historically, the wilderness may have been among the first domains 
(Nash, 1967). Others likely included questions of death, faith, and our relationship 
to the past. More recently, as the world became more interconnected, social systems 
and their tools (e.g., bureaucracies, the Internet, media, economies) became larger 
screens on which to project our most basic relational needs. Few things are more 
unbearable than the unanswered call.

When a particular worldview is under great threat and another is less so, this 
is not necessarily any indication that one is more moral or superior than the other. 
For example, a religious community may find itself becoming more orthodox as 
contemporary life closes in on the broader assumptions in its way of life, but that 
does not mean that a more secular worldview has in fact a “better” or more universal 
handle on truth and ethics. By the same token, orthodoxy or religion does not have 
any special claims on morality, either. These periods of reorganization and recon-
stitution are cyclical throughout history, and perhaps it is a question for sociology 
and anthropology to figure out what makes our time unique.

As we search for answers to what makes this such a tumultuous time, we may 
find constructive guidance in our same deteriorating discourse. In his farewell ad-
dress, President Obama (2017) spoke about the weight of this moment:

There have been moments throughout our history that threaten that solidarity. And 
the beginning of this century has been one of those times. A shrinking world, growing 
inequality; demographic change and the specter of terrorism—these forces haven’t 
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just tested our security and our prosperity, but are testing our democracy, as well. 
And how we meet these challenges to our democracy will determine our ability to 
educate our kids, and create good jobs, and protect our homeland. In other words, it 
will determine our future.

Regardless of one’s opinion about Obama’s leadership, he is speaking to dramatic 
forces of change, each of which has the potential to upend the relationships and 
dynamics that play into self-definition. These are uncertain times, which is to say, 
they are fundamentally anxious times.

As news of the siege at Comet Ping Pong hit the media, conspiracy theorists 
quickly disavowed the vigilante as unconnected to the plot he purportedly exposed. 
Online commentators alleged this was a plant, an attempt to discredit them. They 
alleged that the story of Pizzagate and its militant conclusion was itself fake news, 
a sinister collusion of elements against them (Fisher et al., 2016). The conspiracy 
theory proved its greatest rigidity by explaining all things, including any evidence 
that may have been used to challenge it. Never mind the solipsism—the worldview 
is completely defended from any dialogical threat that might challenge either its 
reality or any sense of self it envelops.

However tempting it may be to say that our society “has gone crazy,” we need 
to recognize that we are dealing in projection. The world is not any crazier than 
we are collectively, which is not to say that any of us individually is any more crazy 
than he or she was before. Rather, it is a recognition of the distress that emanates 
from so many of us calling out as we wrestle with the dialogical questions of self 
in social transformation.
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