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Authoritarian personality (AP) may be defined as a system of individual attitudes and behaviors that 

have a certain stability and resistance to change and that creates an intensely strict and hierarchical 

vision of the world (Horkheimer 1950). In particular, subjects with an authoritarian personality 

demonstrate an automatic and mechanical adherence to traditional norms and values of their own 

community of reference. Along with an inflexible adherence to their cultural conventions, there is an 

unconditional deference, if not an actual submission, to the authoritarian figure – or figures – taken 

as a model. People who demonstrate such a personality tend to distinctly separate those who share 

their own system of values (in-group) from those who do not (out-group). This attitude translates into 

a prejudice toward the members of the out-group that can give rise to blind hatred and aggressive 

behavior. 

The most significant contribution to the systematization and success of the AP concept is attributed 

to Max Horkheimer, Eric Fromm, and Theodor Adorno, authors of the Institut für Sozialforschung 

(Institute for Social Research) in Frankfurt. More generally, the concept, originally developed in 

1930s Germany, cannot be properly understood without understanding its relationship to the rise and 

affirmation of fascism in the heart of Europe. In an original theoretical frame that combined Marxism 

with psychoanalysis, the AP concept explained the dominion in dialectical terms: the coercive state 

apparatus, by itself, could not explain the political and social stability of the whole system in its 

complexity. Therefore, the concepts of authority and authoritarian character were at the center of the 

first great study of the Institut, the Studien über Autorität und Familie (Studies on authority and 

family) (Horkheimer 1936). The Studien furnished an initial theoretical direction to the category of 

AP. Eric Fromm’s contribution to the Studien was to define the category of authority in a psychosocial 

sense (Fromm 1936). The relationship of authority was mainly a consensual and emotional one: it 

therefore excluded as its own foundation physical coercion. Authoritarian character takes form in 

childhood, even though it must be continually renewed, and finds its principal agent in the patriarchal 

family. 

During the Nazi period many associates of the Institut emigrated to the USA where they were able to 

carry out their research, not without difficulty. In 1950 The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno et al. 

1950) was a great publishing success that strongly contributed to the diffusion of the concept. While 

the difficult issue of anti-Semitism was latent in the Studien, in The Authoritarian Personality it 



assumed a more explicit role in relation to the authoritarian character. The aim of all the research, in 

Horkheimer’s words, was to study “the rise of an ‘“anthropological”’ species we call the authoritarian 

type of man” (Adorno et al. 1950: IX). In order to achieve this, it was necessary to explore the latent 

psychological structures of that authoritarian type. The AP was theorized as two distinct levels: at a 

cognitive level characterized by a strong ethnocentrism and predisposition toward accepting 

undemocratic ideologies and at a psychodynamic level, in which the AP is typical of those subjects 

who received a strict, even arbitrary education, with parents who expressed traditional values. The 

image of the parents was highly idealized by the subject, and resentment for violence suffered was 

projected toward those groups perceived as weaker. 

The Authoritarian Personality significantly differs from the Studien for the rich methodological 

approach and for the sheer size of the empirical data. Overall the Studien are fragmentary and the 

empirical results remain provisional while the methodological apparatus of The Authoritarian 

Personality is far more complex. One of the most relevant methodological developments, though also 

one of the most criticized based on its unreliability, was the construction of scales of behavior that 

included: an anti-Semitism scale (A-S), an Ethnocentrism scale (E), a politico-economic 

conservatism scale (PEC) and a Fascism scale (F). To improve the results of the scales, those who 

received the highest and lowest scores were interviewed. F-scale questions did not have an apparent 

ideological or racial content because the scale itself was supposed to measure the undemocratic 

potential at a latent psychological level. 

The publication of The Authoritarian Personality had an immediate impact on the American scientific 

community and the work gave rise to a strong critical debate (Christie and Jahoda 1954). Two types 

of critiques were made: on content and on methodology. From a methodological perspective, the non-

reliability of the sample was pointed out and the effectiveness of the F-scale (or its potential to reveal 

that for which it was constructed) was questioned because of its exposure to the “response set.” On a 

content level, the authors were reproached for lack of analysis of left-wing authoritarianism; 

moreover, the hypothesis that prejudice and anti-Semitism could undermine the democratic order was 

considered catastrophic. 

In more recent studies, the concept of the AP has been frequently reused even in fields different from 

that of its original formulation and in different theoretical contexts. For example, Altemeyer (1988) 

tried to support some of the original results of Adorno et al., while at the same time trying to overcome 

certain limits. With this aim in mind he created a Right-wing Authoritarianism scale that covers three 

of the nine dimensions of the F scale (Altemeyer 1988). Stone, Lederer, and Christie (1993) proposed 

an interesting reformulation of the concept, and summarized the results of its application over the 

years. More recently, Dean (2006) used the AP concept in order to analyze the contemporary 

American political class. 



The latest research has then tried to update the concept of the AP to make it more suitable for the 

analysis of contemporary societies. The AP, detached from its psychoanalytic matrix, is mainly 

viewed today as a response to societal threats based on submission to a higher authority rather than 

those based on individual autonomy. Identification of the factors and elements of mediation involved 

in the development of an authoritarian personality is therefore still subject to debate (Onraet et al. 

2013). Furthermore it remains an open question, if the concept should still be read in terms of the 

characteristics of personality (Oesterreich 2005) or rather in terms of social attitudes and values 

(Duckitt et al. 2010). 
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