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Abstract 

Desecration of national symbols is a recurring societal phenomenon that can lead to 

highly defensive reactions from some citizens, especially on the part of those expressing a 

strong attachment to the nation. In this paper, we investigated the effects of blind and 

constructive patriotism when faced with an ingroup (vs. outgroup) national flag burning on 

ingroup bias, taking into consideration the mediating role of perceived threat. In two studies 

(N = 252), the level of blind patriotism predicted stronger ingroup bias—due to more negative 

evaluation of visible minorities and/or more positive evaluation of the ingroup—when another 

ingroup member burnt an ingroup (vs. outgroup) flag. This effect was partly mediated by a 

greater threat to the group’s image perceived by blindly patriotic people when the ingroup (vs. 

outgroup) flag was burnt (Study 2). Study 2 also highlighted a main effect of the symbol: 

ingroup bias was stronger when the ingroup (vs. outgroup) flag was burnt. We discuss the 

implications of our findings with respect to the role played by modes of national attachment 

and the consequences of desecrating symbols. 

Keywords 

flag desecration, intergroup attitudes, national symbols, patriotism, social identity 
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Don’t Burn our Flag: Patriotism, Perceived Threat, and the Impact of Desecrating a 

National Symbol on Intergroup Attitudes  

 

Throughout the world, controversies regularly erupt over the desecration of national 

symbols. Whether they are motivated by a protest against political institutions (such as the 

breach of the Capitol following Biden’s election in the United States (US), Kanno-Youngs, 

2021; or flag burning during strikes, Welch, 2000); by a desire to fight racism (for example, 

NFL players kneeling during the national anthem, Mather & Belson, 2018); or done in the 

name of art (for example, the photo of a man using the French flag as toilet paper, Vey, 2010), 

these desecrations are the subject of societal debates, widely reported in the media. In relation 

to all of these cases, some citizens defend the right to desecrate national symbols in the name 

of freedom of speech, while others advocate respect for the nation, and through its symbols, 

its memory, values and unity (Welch, 2000). 

National symbols are official representations of a nation around which a country’s 

citizens can unite (Mach, 1993). For many citizens, the symbol (e.g., flag) becomes 

indissociable from the nation and is considered a sacred object that must be defended 

(Durkheim, 2013; Tzanelli, 2006). Most countries protect their national symbols through 

legislation banning their destruction or violation, which reinforces citizens’ own informal 

rules regarding what is acceptable. Such informal rules exist even in countries where 

desecrating national symbols is permitted, such as the United States, but where disrespect for 

national symbols (e.g., kneeling during the national anthem) still provokes controversy and 

rekindles the debate over whether such acts should be banned (see Mather & Belson, 2018). 

In France, where the desecration of national symbols has been banned since 2003, incidents 

still occur, leading to angry protests and calls for punishment from some citizens and 

politicians (e.g., Roos, 2008). Reactions to attacks on symbols, such as urging people to 
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respect their country (e.g., Le Pen, 2019; Trump, 2017), reflect the desire to protect not only 

the symbol, but also the national group it embodies. Thus, by reinforcing the desire to protect 

the national group, these attacks could, by extension, affect relations with minority and 

national outgroups (Marinthe et al., 2020). Yet while symbol desecration is frequently 

highlighted in the media, little research has been done on what factors explain the potential 

consequences of these acts. The present work examines how intragroup symbol desecration 

(i.e., by an ingroup member) may affect intergroup relations (i.e., evaluation of the ingroup 

and/or devaluation of minority outgroups). More precisely, we investigate how such effects 

may appear based on the individual’s mode of attachment to the nation (blind patriotism or 

constructive patriotism), which may trigger a perception of threat when faced with the 

ingroup (vs. outgroup) flag being burnt. 

The Role of Modes of Attachment to the National Group 

Since desecrating a symbol is a mark of disrespect to the nation and a challenge to the 

group’s values, people who are deeply attached to the values of national loyalty and 

protecting the nation are likely to perceive such acts as a particularly strong threat to the 

nation (Welch, 2000). In other words, perceptions of the threat posed by an attack on a 

national symbol may differ according to an individual’s mode of attachment to the nation. As 

such, the distinction between blind patriotism and constructive patriotism (Schatz & Staub, 

1997) may be particularly apposite for studying the impact of attacks on symbols.  

Blind and constructive patriotism are two ways of identifying with the national group, 

both of which are linked to attachment to symbolic representations of the nation (Golec de 

Zavala et al., 2016; Schatz et al., 1999). Blind patriotism describes a mode of attachment 

based on conservative values and a desire to maintain the status quo (Livi et al., 2014; Schatz 

et al., 1999). Blindly patriotic individuals are extremely loyal to the ingroup and will not 

countenance any criticism of it. Constructive patriotism, on the other hand, is a mode of 

attachment that allows for change within the group and encourages dissidence if it enables the 
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nation to improve (Schatz et al., 1999; Schatz & Staub, 1997). Constructive patriotism is 

positively linked to universalist values and negatively linked to conservative values (Livi et 

al., 2014). 

As expressions of attachment to the nation, both blind patriotism and constructive 

patriotism are linked to positive evaluation of the ingroup (Schatz, 2018; Schatz & Staub, 

1997). In contrast, the two forms of patriotism differ in their relationship to the perception of 

threat to the nation, tolerance of national transgressions, and intergroup attitudes (Schatz, 

2018). Blind patriotism is related to greater ingroup bias, i.e., to positive differentiation 

between the ingroup (evaluated more positively) and outgroups (evaluated more negatively) 

(e.g., Henderson-King et al., 2009). This positive distinction between the ingroup and 

outgroups is especially strong in response to a perception of threat to the nation, where blind 

patriots display increased hostility toward outgroups and visible minorities (e.g., Pehrson & 

Green, 2010). Blindly patriotic individuals are particularly prone to perceiving a threat from 

outgroups (e.g., cultural contamination), but also from the ingroup, for example because of a 

critical attitude toward the nation of an ingroup member (Golec de Zavala et al., 2016; Schatz 

et al., 1999). Golec de Zavala et al. (2016, Study 3) conducted a study among Polish 

participants on their perceptions of and reaction to a film about Poland’s responsibility for 

crimes against Jews during World War II (WWII) (whereas Poland had for a long time only 

presented itself as a victim of WWII). The most blindly patriotic people perceived this film as 

more insulting to Poland, and expressed more hostility and willingness to punish its directors. 

Constructive patriotism, on the other hand, was not linked to the perception of insult or to 

hostility expressed toward the filmmakers. 

Constructive patriotism has a more complex relationship with the defense of the nation 

and favoring of the ingroup. It is generally not related to perceived threat to the national group 

or to ingroup bias (e.g., Golec de Zavala et al., 2016; Henderson-King et al., 2009; Schatz et 
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al., 1999), and may even be related to more positive attitudes toward outgroups (e.g., Willis-

Esqueda et al., 2017). However, when the nation is actually threatened, constructive 

patriotism, just like blind patriotism, seems to be a vector of greater protection of the nation 

(Depuiset & Butera, 2003). Depuiset and Butera show that blind and constructive patriotism 

are not correlated when French individuals are faced with a law favoring the ingroup (non-

threatening context), but do correlate positively when faced with a law favoring outgroups 

(threatening context), suggesting that constructive patriotism may correspond to a defensive 

attachment with the nation when the context is deleterious for the ingroup. 

Given their characteristics, blind and constructive patriots could react differently to 

ingroup (vs. outgroup) symbol desecration by ingroup individuals.  

Ingroup Symbol Desecration: A Threat to Social Identity Among Blind Patriots 

National symbols are functional because they highlight a national group’s cohesion 

and distinctiveness (Mach, 1993), thereby enabling individuals to maintain a satisfactory 

social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Hence, just as exposure to national symbols affects 

intergroup processes (Butz, 2009), their desecration can impact ingroup bias (Marinthe et al., 

2020).  

Desecrating the national symbols of the ingroup is seen as immoral (Haidt et al., 1993) 

and as an act of disloyalty and disrespect toward the national group (Graham et al., 2011; 

Welch, 2000). On the other hand, desecrating the symbol of an outgroup violates the norm of 

non-aggression toward other groups (Crandall et al., 2002; Thürmer & McCrea, 2021). Thus, 

desecration of both an ingroup and an outgroup symbol can be considered an act of deviance, 

varying in degree depending on the emphasis placed on either the norm of loyalty or of non-

aggression of outgroups, respectively. In a context where the norm of group loyalty and 

symbols are particularly valued (i.e., a context of sports competition; see Travaglino et al., 

2014; Vargas-Salfate et al., 2020; von Scheve et al., 2014), being faced with an ingroup (vs. 
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outgroup) flag being burnt by ingroup perpetrators causes an increase in ingroup bias among 

other ingroup members (Marinthe et al., 2020). In this set of studies, Marinthe et al. showed 

that this increase in bias was due both to more positive evaluation of the ingroup and to 

devaluation of outgroups. The authors suggest that, in a context of intergroup competition, the 

desecration of an ingroup (vs. outgroup) symbol may pose a threat to social identity, leading 

individuals to defend their national identity by positively differentiating their nation from 

others (Marinthe et al., 2020). While this effect appears in a context of competition that values 

loyalty to the ingroup, it could also appear as a function of individual variables, and more 

particularly according to the level of blind patriotism.  

Due to the particular value placed on loyalty and symbols by blindly patriotic people 

(e.g., Schatz et al., 1999), they may be especially prone to perceiving moral deviance on the 

part of the member of the ingroup desecrating a national symbol (Pinto et al., 2010; 

Travaglino et al., 2014). Group morality is one of the main criteria on which individuals 

positively evaluate their ingroup (Leach et al., 2007). An ingroup member perceived as 

immoral thus creates a sense of threat to the image of the group among other ingroup 

members (Brambilla et al., 2013), and leads them to react to protect that image (Chekroun & 

Nugier, 2011). As mentioned above, one common reaction to a threat to social identity is to 

express greater ingroup bias, i.e., to strengthen positive differentiation between the ingroup 

and outgroups (Branscombe et al., 1999). Thus, in response to the threat to the ingroup’s 

image caused by ingroup flag burning, blind patriots could defend their national identity 

through an increase in ingroup bias. In other words, when facing an ingroup symbol being 

desecrated by a member of the ingroup (i.e., an internal threat coming from the deviance of a 

group member), the reaction of other ingroup members could have repercussions on 

intergroup attitudes and the evaluation of outgroups (see Greenaway & Cruwys, 2018, for 

similar arguments). 
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In contrast, constructive patriots would be expected to tolerate protests against their 

group and thus put less emphasis on rigid loyalty to the nation (Schatz et al., 1999). The 

desecration of an ingroup symbol should not therefore be perceived as immoral and 

threatening. The impact of constructive patriotism may however be more complex, as it may 

depend on the severity of the threat. Given that group members are reluctant to show dissent 

when the group faces a severe threat (Penic et al., 2016), constructive patriots may also be less 

tolerant of protests against the ingroup in such circumstances (Depuiset & Butera, 2003). 

Given that constructive patriotism is linked to attachment to the nation and its symbols (Golec 

de Zavala et al., 2016), constructive patriots may perceive desecration of a national symbol as 

a severe threat to the ingroup and therefore react by defending the national group, even 

though they are usually tolerant of criticism. 

Overview and Hypotheses 

Although members threatening their ingroup are part of the life of social and national 

groups, investigations of the intergroup consequences of these threats are relatively rare 

(Greenaway & Cruwys, 2018). The literature suggests that attacks on both ingroup and 

outgroup national symbols by an ingroup member could be perceived as deviant and therefore 

lead to a perception of a threat to national identity. Blind patriots, however, may be 

particularly prone to feel threatened by the desecration of an ingroup symbol, which violates 

the norm of group loyalty valued by these individuals. Consequently, and in order to defend 

their group identity, blindly patriotic people may increase their expression of ingroup bias, 

i.e., positive differentiation between their ingroup and outgroups. In general, groups with a 

migrant background are targeted for hostility in response to national threats (McLaren, 2003). 

More specifically, in France, groups from visible minorities (African and Asian) are 

particularly discriminated against (e.g., Eberhardt & Simon, 2017). We therefore focus in this 
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paper on how the desecration of national symbols could affect relations with socially devalued 

outgroups (from visible minorities) and reinforce ingroup bias toward them. 

The role of constructive patriotism, on the other hand, is less certain. Constructive 

patriots are generally tolerant of criticism, so they may see an attack on a national symbol as 

less threatening and therefore feel less need to defend their social identity. However, if they 

perceive the attack to be sufficiently threatening, they may also adopt ingroup protection 

strategies. 

The present studies investigated the link between blind and constructive patriotism and 

ingroup bias when faced with the desecration of an ingroup (vs. outgroup) symbol. We 

examined the role of blind patriotism and symbol desecration on ingroup bias by testing the 

following two hypotheses: 

H1: The effect of blind patriotism on ingroup bias is moderated by the symbol 

desecrated. We expected more blindly patriotic (vs. less blindly patriotic) people to express 

greater ingroup bias (i.e., more positive differentiation between evaluations of the ingroup and 

visible minorities) when an ingroup (vs. outgroup) symbol is desecrated (Studies 1 and 2). 

H2: We expected this moderation to be mediated by the threat to the group’s image, 

with the more blindly patriotic people perceiving a greater threat to the group’s image when 

an ingroup (vs. outgroup) symbol is desecrated than the less blindly patriotic people, 

explaining the increase in ingroup bias (Study 2), cf. Figure 1. 

Our studies also enabled us to explore whether or not constructive patriotism triggers 

ingroup protection reactions. Constructive patriotism could accentuate the ingroup bias (H3a) 

or, on the contrary, reduce it (H3b) in response to desecration of an ingroup (vs. outgroup) 

symbol. 

 

Figure 1 
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Representation of the Expected Moderated Mediation (H2) 

 

Study 1 

Study 1 examined the consequences of the desecration by an ingroup member of a 

national symbol (ingroup vs. outgroup) on ingroup bias depending on the levels of blind and 

constructive patriotism. To manipulate the desecration of the symbol, we presented 

participants with a newspaper article about a flag, either French or Moroccan, being burnt by 

a French man. We chose the Moroccan flag because it is easily recognizable as a flag of a 

foreign outgroup (presence of the star of Islam on the flag). Moreover, this flag is familiar in 

France because of the presence of a large Moroccan community (Insee, 2019), and relations 

between France and Morocco are rather stable and harmonious (“Between Morocco and 

France, relations are still going strong,” 2018). A pre-test (N = 43) confirmed these elements, 

showing that the Moroccan flag was recognized by the majority of participants (62%), and 

was considered less representative of themselves than the French flag, z = 5.58, p < .001. 

Feelings towards this symbol, although less positive than for the French flag, were 

nevertheless above the average for the scale (M = 4.10, SD = 1.61, on a 7-point scale). This 

flag thus allowed us to test the impact of a desecration of an ingroup vs. outgroup flag, with 

greater credibility of the inductions while minimizing the intergroup conflicts that may be 

latent. This study tested the hypotheses 1 and 3 presented in the overview. We expected a 

Blind Patriotism 

Threat to Group’s Image 

Ingroup Bias 
(Evaluations of the Ingroup 

and of Visible Minorities ) 

Symbol Desecration  
(Ingroup vs. Outgroup) 
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stronger ingroup bias when the ingroup (vs. outgroup) flag is burnt among the most blindly 

patriotic people (H1). We explored the potential role of constructive patriotism (H3). 

Method 

Population 

This study was conducted with a convenience sample of 101 first-year psychology and 

physical education undergraduates at [Name of University]. Excluding participants who were 

born outside France (n = 5) or whose mother tongue was not French (n = 2) gave us a final 

sample of 96 people (62 women, 34 men), aged between 18 and 25 years (M = 20.05, SD = 

1.48). This sample enabled us to detect a weak to medium effect size (f2 = .08) with an alpha 

of 0.05% and a power of .80 in a multiple regression analysis testing one predictor out of five 

(G*Power, Faul et al., 2007). 

Procedure 

We informed participants that the study comprised three separate sections, each 

involving a paper questionnaire. The first questionnaire was presented as assessing 

perceptions of France and was designed to measure participants’ attachment to France1 

(identification, blind patriotism, constructive patriotism). When they had completed this 

questionnaire, we gave them the second questionnaire, which we presented as examining how 

the media shape perceptions of news. It began with a press article about an individual 

convicted of desecrating a national symbol. This article was created for the study but was 

inspired by a real article (“First Conviction for Contempt of Flag,” 2010).2 Our fictitious 

article described a man belonging to the French ingroup who had burnt a French flag (ingroup 

 
1 Both studies included other measures but they did not concern the objectives of the present paper, so they are 

not reported here. 

2 The experimental materials can be found at: 

https://osf.io/5psmf/?view_only=fbb3654b44aa4518a360ca9f49a33e00 
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symbol condition, n = 48), or a Moroccan flag (outgroup symbol condition, n = 48).3 

Following this induction, participants completed a filler questionnaire about the media 

(including questions on the perception of the article and of different French newspapers, and 

on their media consumption). The third questionnaire examined perceptions of different social 

groups and included measures of intergroup attitudes. Finally, we asked participants to 

provide sociodemographic information. 

Measures 

Unless otherwise indicated, responses were given on seven-point Likert scales, 

ranging from 1: ‘Strongly disagree’ to 7: ‘Strongly agree’. The items measuring blind and 

constructive patriotism were taken from Rothì et al. (2005) and translated into French using 

the translation/back-translation procedure. 

Blind patriotism. Eleven items evaluated blind patriotism (e.g., “I would support my 

country right or wrong”),  = 0.89. 

Constructive patriotism. Ten items measured constructive patriotism (e.g., “It is the 

duty of a good citizen to express their discontentment with the national decisions.”),  = 0.91. 

Identification with the group of French people. Five items (Dambrun, 2001) 

measured level of identification with the group of French people (e.g., “The group of French 

people is an important group for me”),  = 0.91. 

Intergroup attitudes. We used the feeling thermometer method (as used in France by 

Mahfud et al., 2015, for example) to calculate ingroup bias, i.e., the difference between the 

evaluations of the ingroup and of visible minorities. Participants evaluated a series of social 

 
3 A third condition was also present, manipulating the ingroup flag being burnt by a member of the Moroccan 

outgroup. In order to keep our point clear and concise, and because no effect of the membership of the 

perpetrator or of its interaction with other variables was observed, we do not report analyses including this 

condition.  
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groups, including our target groups, on 11-point scales from 1: ‘Very unfavorable’ to 11: 

‘Very favorable’. In order to control for individual differences in the use of the scale, the 

evaluation score for each group corresponds to the difference between the raw evaluation of 

the target group and the overall mean of the raw evaluations of all groups (see Wilcox et al., 

1989). A positive (negative) difference showed that a target group was evaluated more 

positively (less positively) than the groups as a whole. This gave us evaluation scores for the 

ingroup (French) and two outgroups, both of which are visible ethnic minorities in France 

(North Africans and Asians). We then calculated the ingroup bias (evaluation of the French 

group – evaluation of visible minority groups). Overall, the visible minorities were evaluated 

more negatively than the ingroup, F(1,95) = 11.07, p < .001, η2
p = .10. 

Table 1 shows means and standard deviations for the dependent variables in total (for 

all variables) and for each condition (for the dependent variables), 4 and correlations between 

variables.  

 

  

 
4 The levels of blind patriotism, constructive patriotism, and identification did not differ between conditions, all 

Fs(1,94) < 1.59, ps > .211, η2
ps < .02. 
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Table 1 

 Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations (Study 1, N = 96) 

Variables 

 

Total  
Ingroup 

Symbol 
 

Outgroup 

Symbol 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

M (SD)  M (SD)  M (SD)  

1. Blind 

Patriotism 

2.31  

(0.99) 
     1      

2. 

Constructive 

Patriotism 

5.60  

(0.91) 
     -.29** 1     

3. 

Identification 

4.71  

(1.19) 
     .59*** 

-

.07 
1    

4. Evaluation 

of the Ingroup 

0.22  

(1.43) 
 

0.27  

(1.73) 
 

0.16  

(1.06) 
 .34** 

-

.08 
.26* 1   

5. Evaluation 

of the Visible 

Minorities 

-0.40  

(0.84) 
 

-0.54  

(1.03) 
 

-0.25 

 (0.58) 
 -.35** .07 -.15 -.22* 1  

6. Ingroup 

bias 

0.61  

(1.81) 
 

0.81  

(2.18) 
 

0.42  

(1.33) 
 .43*** 

-

.10 
.28** .89*** 

-

.64*** 
1 

Note. * < .05; ** < .01; *** < .001 

Results5  

We conducted regression analyses for intergroup attitudes (ingroup bias, evaluation of 

the ingroup, evaluation of visible minorities) with blind patriotism (standardized score), 

constructive patriotism (standardized score), symbol (coded -1: outgroup symbol condition, 

+1: ingroup symbol condition, see Koslowsky, 1988; Ravenscroft & Buckless, 2017), and the 

interaction of each patriotism with the symbol, testing H1 and H3. Results are reported in 

Table 2.  

 

Table 2 

Multiple Regression Analyses (Study 1) 

 
5 The data and syntax for the two studies, as well as the tests for regression assumptions, can be found at: 

https://osf.io/5psmf/?view_only=fbb3654b44aa4518a360ca9f49a33e00 
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Predictors Ingroup bias 
Evaluation of the 

Ingroup 

Evaluation of the 

Visible minorities 

Blind Patriotism 
.42*** 

[.22, .63] 

.36*** 

[.14, .57] 

-.30** 

[-.50, -.10] 

Constructive Patriotism 
.03 

[-.17, .24] 

.03 

[-.18, .25] 

-.01 

[-.22, 19] 

Symbol 
.08 

[-.10, .27] 

.02 

[-.18, .21] 

-.15 

[-.34, .04] 

Blind Patriotism x Symbol 
.09 

[-.12, .29] 

-.04 

[-.26, .17] 

-.26* 

[-.47, -.06] 

Constructive Patriotism x 

Symbol 

-.001 

[-.21, .20] 

.001 

[-.21, .22] 

.003 

[-.20, .21] 

ddl model F (5,90) (5,90) (5,90) 

R²  .20 .12 .21 

F  4.56 2.45 4.82 

p .001 .040 .001 

Note. The regression coefficients shown are standardized (β). The numbers in square brackets 

correspond to the 95% confidence interval of the above regression coefficient.  

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

As can be seen from Table 2, blind patriotism was related to more ingroup bias, due to 

a better evaluation of the ingroup and to more negative evaluation of visible minorities. 

Moreover, and as expected, the interaction between blind patriotism and symbol had a 

significant effect, but only for evaluation of the visible minorities. The results of decomposing 

this interaction supported our hypothesis: the effect of symbol was significant for the most 

blindly patriotic participants, who evaluated the visible minorities more negatively when the 

ingroup (vs. outgroup) flag was burnt (+1 SD), β = -0.42, t = -3.00, p = .003, η2
p = .09, but it 

was not significant for the least blindly patriotic participants (-1 SD), β = 0.11, t = 0.79, p = 

.432, η2
p = .01, cf. Figure 2.  

No effect of constructive patriotism or its interaction with the symbol has been found. 
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Figure 2 

Effect of the Blind Patriotism x Symbol Interaction on Evaluation of the Visible Minorities 

(Study 1) 

 

 

Discussion  

Study 1 showcased that, overall, blind patriotism was a strong predictor of intergroup 

attitudes. Moreover, the results supported H1, as we observed an effect of the interaction 

between blind patriotism and symbol attacked on intergroup attitudes: the most blindly 

patriotic individuals evaluated the visible minorities more negatively when the ingroup (vs. 

outgroup) symbol was desecrated. We did not find any interaction effect with constructive 

patriotism (thus supporting neither H3a nor H3b).  

Study 1 showed that, although blind patriotism is linked to more expression of 

differentiation between the ingroup and the visible minorities, certain conditions, such as 

attacks on national symbols, moderate this effect. An intragroup desecration of their national 
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symbol leads the most blindly patriotic French people to express greater hostility towards 

visible minority groups. We expected this effect to be the result of a stronger perception of 

threat to the group’s image (see Welch, 2000). Study 2 tested this hypothesis. 

Study 2 

Study 2 was designed to check the interaction effect between blind patriotism and 

symbol attacked obtained in Study 1 (H1), and to explore possible effects of the interaction 

between constructive patriotism and the symbol attacked on intergroup attitudes (H3), despite 

the absence of an effect in Study 1. We also postulated that desecrating the ingroup symbol 

would constitute a threat to social identity, leading to greater perceived threat to the group’s 

image in the most blindly patriotic people, thereby explaining the increase in ingroup bias 

(H2). 

Method 

Population 

Participants were 170 students at [Name of University]. Excluding participants who 

were born outside France (n = 13) and/or whose mother tongue was not French (n = 10) gave 

us a final sample of 156 people (137 women, 19 men), aged between 18 and 26 years (M = 

19.86, SD = 1.74). This sample enabled us to detect a small effect size (f2 = .05) with an alpha 

of 0.05% and a power of .80 in a multiple regression testing 1 predictor out of 7 (G*Power, 

Faul et al., 2007). 

Procedure 

We used a similar procedure to Study 1. Participants were exposed to the same 

experimental conditions: ingroup symbol (n = 76) and outgroup symbol (n = 80). We added a 

measure of perceived threat to the group’s image. The order of the measures of threat and 

intergroup attitudes was counterbalanced to control for any effect of the order in which these 

measures were completed.  
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Measures 

Variables From Study 1. We used the same measures of blind patriotism,  = 0.89, 

constructive patriotism,  = 0.84, identification,  = 0.92, evaluation of the ingroup, 

evaluation of the visible minorities, and ingroup bias. Again, the visible minorities were 

evaluated more negatively than the ingroup, F(1,155) = 17.08, p < .001, η2
p = .10. 

Perceived threat. We measured perceived threat to the ingroup’s image via three 

items adapted from Brambilla et al. (2013, e.g., “This act threatens the reputation of French 

people”), evaluated on 7-point Likert scales, from 1: ‘Strongly disagree’, 7: ‘Strongly agree’, 

α = .85. 

Table 3 shows means and standard deviations in total (for all variables)6 and for each 

condition (for the mediator and dependent variables), and correlations between variables.  

 

 
6 Levels of blind patriotism, constructive patriotism, and identification with the group of French people did not 

differ between conditions, all Fs(3,152) < 1.95, ps > .123, η2
p s < .04 



 

20 

 

Table 3 

Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations (Study 2, N = 156). 

Variables 

 

Total  
Ingroup 

Symbol 
 

Outgroup 

Symbol 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

M (SD)  M (SD)  M (SD)  

1. Blind 

Patriotism 

2.06 

(0.89) 
     1       

2. Constructive 

Patriotism 

5.64 

(0.82) 
     -.26** 1      

3. Identification 
4.15 

(1.34) 
     .40*** -.04 1     

4. Perceived 

Group’s Image 

Threat 

4.50 

(1.78) 
 

3.67 

(1.69) 
 

5.29 

(1.50) 
 .22** .06 .31*** 1    

5. Evaluation of 

the Ingroup 

0.28 

(1.28) 
 

0.50 

(1.47) 
 

0.04 

(1.03) 
 .36*** -.09 .32*** .11 1   

6. Evaluation of 

the Visible 

Minorities 

-0.37 

(1.00) 
 

-0.55 

(1.15) 
 

-0.19 

(0.80) 
 -.27** .05 -.20* -.09 -.39*** 1  

7. Ingroup bias 
0.63 

(1.91) 
 

1.05 

(2.21) 
 

0.23 

(1.47) 
 .38*** -.09 .32*** .12 .88*** -.79*** 1 
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Results 

Effects of Patriotism and Symbol on Intergroup Attitudes 

For all the following analyses, we coded the ingroup symbol +1 and the outgroup 

symbol -1 (see Koslowky, 1988; Ravenscroft & Buckless, 2017). 

As in Study 1, we performed multiple regressions of intergroup attitudes. Blind 

patriotism (standardized score), constructive patriotism (standardized score), symbol, and the 

interactions between each type of patriotism and symbol were considered as predictors 

(testing H1 and H3), counterbalance order (coded -1 = intergroup attitudes then threat, +1 = 

threat then intergroup attitudes) was added as a covariate, see Table 4. 

 

Table 4 

Multiple Regression Analyses (Study 2) 

Predictors Ingroup bias 
Evaluation of the 

Ingroup 

Evaluation of the 

Visible minorities 

Blind Patriotism 
.38*** 

[.23, .53] 

.35*** 

[.20, .50] 

-.28** 

[-.44, -.12] 

Constructive Patriotism 
.02 

[-.13, .17] 

.01 

[-.14, .16] 

-.02 

[-.19, .14] 

Symbol 
.22** 

[.08, .36] 

.19* 

[.04, .33] 

-.18* 

[-.34, -.03] 

Symbol x Blind Patriotism 
.15* 

[.002, .30] 

.18* 

[.03, .33] 

-.06 

[-.22, .10] 

Symbol x Constructive 

Patriotism 

.11 

[-.04, .26] 

.12 

[-.03, .27] 

-.05 

[-.21, .11] 

Order 
-.12 

[-.26, .03] 

-.13† 

[-.27, .02] 

.06 

[-.10, .22] 

ddl model F (6,149) (6,149) (6,149) 

R²  .23 .21 .11 

F  7.33 6.47 3.18 

p < .001 < .001 .006 

Note. The regression coefficients shown are standardized (β). The numbers in square brackets 

correspond to the 95% confidence interval of the above regression coefficient.  
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† p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

 

As in Study 1, blind patriotism was related to more ingroup bias, due to a more 

positive evaluation of the ingroup and more negative evaluation of visible minorities. The 

blind patriotism x symbol interaction had a significant effect on ingroup evaluation and on 

ingroup bias. Decomposing this interaction showed that the most blindly patriotic people (+1 

SD) expressed stronger ingroup bias, β = .37, t = 3.53, p = .001, η2
p = .08, and evaluated the 

ingroup more positively, β = .36, t = 3.44, p = .001, η2
p = .07, when the ingroup (vs. outgroup) 

flag was burnt. On the other hand, we did not observe any effect of symbol among the least 

blindly patriotic participants (-1 SD), all |ts| < 0.13, ps < .527, η2
ps < .01 (see Figures 3 and 4). 

Although the blind patriotism x symbol interaction had no significant effect on the evaluation 

of the visible minorities, decomposing this interaction (see Tybout et al., 2001) revealed an 

identical pattern, with a more negative evaluation of the visible minorities in the ingroup (vs. 

outgroup) symbol condition for the most blindly patriotic participants (+1 SD), β = -.24, t = -

2.12, p = .035, η2
p = .03, but no effect for the least blindly patriotic (-1 SD), β = -.12, t = -

1.06, p = .289, η2
p = .01. 

Again, no effect of constructive patriotism and of its interaction with the symbol being 

burnt has been observed. 

In contrast to Study 1, symbol had an effect on bias against the visible minorities: bias 

was stronger when the ingroup (vs. outgroup) flag was burnt, due to a more positive 

evaluation of the ingroup and a more negative evaluation of the visible minorities.  

 

Figure 3 

Effect of the Blind Patriotism x Symbol Interaction on Ingroup Bias (Study 2) 
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Figure 4 

Effect of the Blind Patriotism x Symbol Interaction on Evaluation of the Ingroup (Study 2) 
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Mediation of the Blind Patriotism x Symbol Interaction on Intergroup Attitudes 

We hypothesized that the effect of the blind patriotism x symbol interaction on 

intergroup attitudes would be mediated by perceptions of threat to group’s image (H2).  

We used PROCESS (Hayes, 2013, model 8) to carry out mediation analyses with blind 

patriotism as the independent variable, symbol as the moderating variable, and perceived 

threat as the mediating variable.7 Constructive patriotism, its interaction with symbol, and 

counterbalance order were added as covariates. We applied a confidence interval of 95% and 

5,000 bootstrap iterations. We performed these analyses on ingroup bias and evaluation of the 

ingroup, as these were the attitudes that the most blindly patriotic participants reinforced in 

response to an attack on the ingroup symbol.  

First of all, symbol had a main effect on perceived threat to group’s image, β = -.46, t 

= -6.94, p < .001, η2
p = .24, being higher when the flag of the outgroup (vs. ingroup) is burnt. 

Moreover, the blind patriotism x symbol interaction had a significant effect on perceived 

threat, β = .25, t = 3.60, p < .001, η2
p = .08. The simple effects of symbol on perceived threat 

were significant in both the least (-1 SD) and most (+1 SD) blind patriots, all |ts| > 2.19, ps < 

.030, η2
ps > .03. Decomposing the interaction according to symbol showed that blind 

patriotism predicted greater perceived threat when the ingroup flag, β = .49, t = 5.22, p < .001, 

η2
p = .15, but not the outgroup flag, β = -.0002, t = -0.002, p = .998, η2

p < .001, was burnt, cf. 

Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5  

Effect of the Blind Patriotism x Symbol Interaction on Perceived Threat to the Group’s Image 

(Study 2). 

 
7 Complete regression analyses on perceived threat can be found at: 

https://osf.io/5psmf/?view_only=fbb3654b44aa4518a360ca9f49a33e00 
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Perceived threat to the group’s image did not predict the evaluation of the ingroup, b = 

0.18, se(b) = 0.11, t = 1.54, p = .126, 95% CI [-0.05, 0.40], nor did it mediate the effect of 

blind patriotism x symbol on it, b = 0.09, se(b) = 0.07, 95% CI [-0.001, 0.25]. Conversely, we 

found a moderated mediation effect for ingroup bias, b = 0.16, se(b) = 0.11, 95% CI [0.001, 

0.46]. The indirect effect of blind patriotism on ingroup bias via perceived threat seemed 

greater in the ingroup symbol condition, b = 0.16, se(b) = 0.11, 95% CI [-0.02, 0.40], than in 

the outgroup symbol condition, b = -0.0001, se(b) = 0.05, 95% CI [-0.10, 0.11]. An analysis 

with a confidence interval of 90% supported this hypothesis, as the mediation effect was 

marginally significant in the ingroup symbol condition, b = 0.16, se(b) = 0.11, 90% CI [0.01, 

0.35], but not in the outgroup symbol condition, b = -0.0001, se(b) = 0.05, 90% CI [-0.08, 

0.09]. Hence, the most blindly patriotic participants tended to perceive a greater threat to the 

group’s image than the least blindly patriotic participants when the ingroup symbol was burnt, 
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and this perceived threat explained the increased ingroup bias. We did not observe such a 

mediation effect when the outgroup symbol was burnt (see Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6 

Mediation of the Effect of the Blind Patriotism x Symbol Interaction on Ingroup Bias by 

Perceived Threat to the Group’s Image (Study 2). 

 

 

 

Note. a = effects for Blind Patriotism x Symbol interaction. 

 

Discussion  

In line with H1, the interaction between blind patriotism and the symbol impacted the 

evaluation of the ingroup and ingroup bias. The effect on ingroup bias was explained by 

greater perceived threat to the group’s image, the link between blind patriotism and ingroup 

bias being marginally significant when the ingroup symbol was burnt (H2). More specifically, 

overall, the perceived threat to the group’s image felt was greater when participants were 

faced with a member of the ingroup burning the Moroccan flag compared to the French flag. 

On the other hand, this difference decreased and became non-significant among the most 

Blind Patriotism 

Threat to Group’s Image 

Ingroup Bias 
(Evaluations of the Ingroup 

and of Visible Minorities ) 

Symbol Desecration  
(Ingroup vs. Outgroup) 

b
a
 = 0.25, se(b) = 0.07, p < .001 

Total Effect:
a
 b = 0.29, se(b) = 0.14, t = .046, p = .045, η²

p
 = .03 

Direct Effect:
a
 b = 0.21, se(b) = 0.15, t = 1.40, p = .165 , η²

p
 = .01 

b = 0.32, se(b) = 0.17, p = .055 
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blindly patriotic people, leading to an increase in ingroup bias in this condition. Moreover, as 

in Study 1, we did not obtain any effect from the interaction between constructive patriotism 

and the symbol attacked (H3). Finally, in contrast to Study 1, Study 2 revealed a main effect 

of the symbol on intergroup attitudes: ingroup bias was stronger when the ingroup (vs. 

outgroup) symbol was desecrated. 

General Discussion 

Our two studies examined the impact of being faced with an ingroup member 

desecrating a national symbol on intergroup attitudes, based on mode of attachment to the 

national group (blind and constructive patriotism). We expected greater differentiation 

between evaluations of the ingroup and visible minorities (i.e., ingroup bias) following 

desecration of the ingroup (vs. outgroup) symbol among the most blindly patriotic people 

(H1). Although blind patriotism was a robust predictor of intergroup attitudes in both studies, 

its effect was moderated by the flag being burnt, confirming H1. When faced with the ingroup 

(vs. outgroup) flag being burnt, the most blindly patriotic participants displayed a more 

negative evaluation of visible minorities in Study 1 and greater ingroup bias, mainly due to a 

more positive evaluation of the ingroup, in Study 2. This is partly explained by an increased 

perception of threat to the national ingroup’s image among these participants (as hypothesized 

in H2). Finally, we explored the potential role of constructive patriotism when faced with 

desecration of a symbol (H3), but neither study revealed an effect from this interaction. A 

main effect of the symbol being burnt was also seen in Study 2, in which participants 

expressed more ingroup bias, due to more positive evaluation of the ingroup and more 

negative evaluations of outgroups when the ingroup (vs. outgroup) flag was burnt.  

Symbol Desecration and Blind Patriotism 

The desecration of a symbol, whether of the ingroup or of the outgroup, can be 

perceived as an act of deviance when it is committed by a member of the ingroup. Desecration 
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of an outgroup symbol violates the norm of non-aggression of other groups (Crandall et al., 

2002; Thürmer & McCrea, 2021) and may cause a threat to social identity, as shown by our 

results reporting a greater perceived threat to the group’s image when an outgroup (vs. 

ingroup) flag is burnt. However, our studies confirm that the desecration of an ingroup 

symbol can also be threatening to certain individuals, who place particular emphasis on the 

norm of loyalty to the nation: the most blindly patriotic people. By generating a sense of 

threat to the image of the group, an intragroup act (the desecration of an ingroup symbol by a 

member of the ingroup) can therefore have consequences at the intergroup level, leading to 

increased differentiation between the ingroup and outgroups.  

Our results show that the more blindly patriotic an individual, the more strongly that 

person defends their national identity following an attack on the ingroup symbol. This result is 

in line with Satherley et al. (2018), who showed that attachment to conservative values 

impacts the desire to protect national symbols (refusal to change the national flag). As well as 

this desire to protect symbols, our studies show that the most blindly patriotic people react to 

attacks on national symbols, perpetrated by an ingroup member, by evaluating visible 

minorities more negatively and thereby increasing positive differentiation between the 

ingroup and outgroups. Interestingly, the level of blind patriotism was relatively low in our 

samples. Hence, a high level of blind patriotism (+1 SD) is actually below the midpoint of the 

scale. Although this low level appears to be stable across various French samples, and does 

not seem to be specific to student samples (see Marinthe, 2020), it may be lower than the 

levels reported in other countries, which range between 2.32 and 3.83 (on a 7-point scale) in 

American, British, and Polish samples (e.g., Golec de Zavala et al., 2016; Rothì et al., 2005; 

Willis-Esqueda et al., 2017). As can be seen, a low level of blind patriotism seems to be 

normative in France. This could be explained, among other things, by the history of WWII, 

which limits the normative expression of extreme and rigid identification with the national 
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group, as observed in Germany, for example (Becker et al., 2012). However, our studies 

suggest that, rather than the absolute level of blind patriotism, the relative level (i.e., 

positioning in the national sample) would be more relevant for studying processes related to 

this mode of national attachment. Even a slightly higher expression of blind patriotism can 

lead citizens to be sensitive to threats to national identity and, particularly in our research, to 

attacks on national symbols.  

In both of our studies, defense reactions to desecration of the ingroup flag were 

strongest among the most blindly patriotic participants. However, this defense was sometimes 

expressed through more negative evaluation of the visible minorities (Studies 1 and 2), and 

sometimes by greater ingroup bias and more positive evaluation of the ingroup (Study 2). 

These differences could be due to a difference in statistical power between the two studies, 

but could also be due more broadly to a change in the context in which the studies took place 

(see Amrhein et al., 2019). Such variations in the nature of the effects on the ingroup and 

outgroups, which were also reported by Marinthe et al. (2020) in situations of intergroup 

competitions, could be explained by the level of threat associated with the context. Study 1 

was conducted in 2016, a time of great social unrest in France, with frequent strikes and 

demonstrations, and closer to the November 13, 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris. These events 

may have heightened the general feeling of threat in Study 1 compared to Study 2, which was 

carried out the following year. The marginally higher level of blind patriotism, F(1.305) = 

3.72, p = .055, η²p = .01, in Study 1 than in Study 2 could be an indicator of this (see Li & 

Brewer, 2004). These contextual differences may have affected the defense strategies 

(ingroup approval or outgroup derogation) employed by the most blindly patriotic participants 

in response to the desecration of their national symbol, particularly since we used explicit 

measures (a feeling thermometer) that are sensitive to context and social desirability (Maass et 
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al., 2000). Using implicit measures in future studies would reduce the impact of context on 

indicators of intergroup attitudes, and thereby provide more stable results. 

Desecration of National Symbols as a Threat to Social Identity 

Our studies also shed light on the role of perceived threat for blindly patriotic people. 

In Study 2, the increased ingroup bias shown by the most blindly patriotic participants when 

the ingroup symbol was desecrated was explained by the greater perceived threat to the 

group’s image. The higher their level of blind patriotism, the more individuals perceived a 

threat to their group image when the ingroup (vs. outgroup) symbol was desecrated, and this 

perception affected their intergroup attitudes. To our knowledge, there are no other studies 

examining the impact of moral deviance towards the ingroup (such as the deviance from 

loyalty examined in our studies) on intergroup attitudes. Our research highlights that people 

who strongly defend their national group may react to a threat, even if it emanates from within 

their ingroup, by developing an ingroup bias toward outgroups that are not responsible for the 

threat, more specifically socially rejected minorities. However, the mediation effect of threat 

to the group’s self-image is small and suggests there may be other mediators which could be 

investigated in future studies (e.g., threat to group’s distinctiveness, Wohl et al., 2010).  

Interestingly, participants in Study 2 showed greater ingroup bias (due to more 

positive evaluation of the ingroup and a devaluation of visible minorities) when their symbol 

was burnt than when an outgroup symbol was burnt. This suggests they were defending their 

social identity faced with an attack on their symbol even though the level of perceived threat 

to the group’s image was higher for the outgroup flag being burnt. This result replicates the 

findings of Marinthe et al. (2020) from studies conducted in an intergroup competitive context 

and shows that attacks on national symbols can also affect intergroup relations in everyday 

situations, independently of the level of blind patriotism. Thus, attachment to national 

symbols, which is expressed explicitly in certain contexts (sporting competitions, times of 

conflict) could also be present outside these situations, as suggested by the idea of banal 
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nationalism (Billig, 1995). We did not however find this effect in Study 1, which was less 

powered than Study 2. The marginally significant effect of the symbol on attitudes toward 

visible minorities in Study 1 suggests that more power might have enabled detection of an 

effect of the symbol, as in Study 2. It may also be that other processes that we did not control 

for (e.g., variations in the normativity of the expression of ingroup bias or in the meaning of 

national symbols, see Carter et al., 2020) may have come into play to accentuate the defense 

of ingroup symbols in Study 2. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Although our studies confirmed our hypotheses 1 and 2, they are subject to a number 

of limitations. First, we used convenience student samples in both studies, which may differ 

from representative samples of the general population in terms of certain characteristics (e.g., 

personality traits, Hanel & Vione, 2016). Nevertheless, we did observe in our studies the 

mechanisms hypothesized on the basis of the literature. There is therefore no evidence to 

suggest that the effects and mechanisms observed in our studies, particularly the interaction of 

blind patriotism with desecration of the ingroup symbol, are limited to a student population 

(see Stroebe et al., 2018), although future studies may verify this. 

In addition, our studies were conducted on a French population. This French sample 

could partly explain the lack of effect of constructive patriotism (H3). Indeed, in our studies, 

constructive patriotism was unexpectedly unrelated to identification with the national ingroup, 

which prevents us from drawing firm conclusions about its role. As constructive patriotism is 

sensitive to a country’s sociopolitical situation (Penic et al., 2016), the concept may not have 

the same meaning in France as in other countries.  

The cultural context and therefore the prevailing social norms, may also impact on the 

effects of ideologies relating to national identity on intergroup relations (see Guimond et al., 

2013). Hence, the influence on intergroup relations of both constructive patriotism (as 

suggested by Depuiset & Butera, 2003; Penic et al., 2016) and blind patriotism may vary 
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according to the legal and political context. In countries with strict laws protecting symbols 

(e.g., Israel), social norms against desecrating symbols are likely to be stronger. Conversely, 

in countries where citizens have the right to desecrate symbols (e.g., Norway), norms against 

desecrating symbols may be weaker. Blindly patriotic people may accord less importance to 

the desecration of symbols if such actions are only slightly counter-normative, and 

constructively patriotic people may react more strongly to such acts if they are strongly 

counter-normative. Consequently, our results must be interpreted in the light of France’s legal 

and cultural context, in which desecration of national symbols is illegal and in which strongly 

defending symbols is associated with conservatism. Future studies could build on our results 

by examining the effects of cultural norms, and their interaction with different types of 

patriotism, on the defense of national symbols.  

Our findings highlight the importance of national symbols for intergroup relations. 

Some citizens, based on their type of patriotism, are particularly sensitive to attacks on their 

national symbols. Such acts, even when committed by an ingroup member, can affect 

intergroup attitudes toward rejected visible minority outgroups as a result of group members’ 

attempts to reduce the perceived threat to their social identity. Our studies also shed light on 

the different ways in which citizens react to attacks on their national symbols (e.g., France’s 

“Yellow Vests” protestors defacing the Arc de Triomphe, the removal of public statues, the 

Capitol breach in the USA) and increase understanding of how these attacks can lead to 

hostile reactions to some country’s minority groups.  
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