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The Extremism of Everyday Life

Fetishism as a Defense against Existential
Uncertainty

Mark J. Landau, Zachary K. Rothschild,
and Daniel Sullivan

Many of the chapters in this volume address the role that personal uncertainty
(in one form or another) plays in the expression of extremism. In this chapter,
we introduce a novel account that draws on insights from existential psychology
to inform our understanding of the uncertainty—extremism relation in two ways.
First, we propose that existential uncertainty—uncertainty about how, and
whether it is possible, to achieve a significant life—is particularly threatening
because certain belief in life’s significance serves as a shield against anxiety-
arousing thoughts of death. Second, we propose that people may compensate
for high levels of existential uncertainty by means of fetishism—investing in
narrow dimensions that afford certain (albeit circumscribed and rigid) bases
for affirming their life’s significance. In the first section we articulate our
theoretical account, showing how it builds on, but goes substantially beyond,
terror management theory (TMT; Greenberg, Solomon, & Arndt, 2008). Next,
we review two recent lines of research that have produced findings in accord
with hypotheses derived from our account. We then apply our account to anal-
yze extremism in the real world, showing how environments that engender
high levels of existential uncertainty predispose people to invest in
rigid, “fetishized” views of the social world that can foster interpersonal and
intergroup conflict.
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