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The recent rise of populist politics represent a major challenge for liberal democracies. This 
important book explores the psychological reasons for the rise of populism, featuring 
contributions from leading international researchers in the fields of psychology and political 
science. 

Unlike liberal democracy based on the Enlightenment values of individual freedom, autonomy 
and rationality, both right-wing and left-wing populism offer collectivist, autocratic formulations 
reminiscent of the evolutionary history and tribal instincts of our species. The book offers a 
comprehensive overview of the psychology of populism, covering such phenomena as identity 
seeking, anger and fear, collective narcissism, grievance, norms, perceptions of powerlessness 
and deprivation, authoritarianism, nationalism, radicalism, propaganda and persuasion, 
ethnocentrism, xenophobia and the effects of globalization.  

The book is divided into four parts. Part 1 deals with the motivational and emotional factors that 
attract voters to populist causes, and the human needs and values that populist movements 
satisfy. Part 2 analyzes the cognitive features of populist appeals, especially their emphasis on 
simplicity, epistemic certainty and moral absolutism. Part 3 turns to one of the defining features 
of populism: its offer of a powerful tribal identity and collectivist ideology that provide meaning 
and personal significance to its followers. Finally, in Part 4 the propaganda tactics used by 
populist movements are analysed, including the role of charismatic leadership, authoritarianism, 
nationalism and the use of conspiracy narratives and persuasive strategies. 

This is fascinating reading on a highly topical issue. The book will be of interest to students, 
researchers and applied professionals in all areas of psychology and the social sciences as a 
textbook or reference book, and to anyone interested in the global rise of populism.  
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Preface 

 

We do live in interesting times. When a few decades ago Francis Fukuyama fa-

mously declared the end of history, and the inevitable triumph of Western liberal de-

mocracy and market capitalism, few of us would have predicted the current rise of au-

thoritarian, populist political movements all over the world. Even within the EU,  

leaders like Hungary’s Viktor Orban now declare that liberalism is the enemy, and fol-

lowing Eastern autocracies, he now wants to establish an ‘illiberal democracy’ (an ox-

ymoron, if ever there was one). 

How did this dramatic change come about? This book is an attempt to bring to-

gether leading international researchers from the fields of psychology and political 

science to help explain the strange psychological allure of populist politics. What led 

to the unexpected rejection of the classical liberal values of enlightenment humanism, 

individualism and rationalism and the return to age-old habits of collectivist and popu-

list tribalism and ideological polarization? Ultimately, as Plato and also John Stuart 

Mill suggested, political systems are expressions of human nature and psychology. 

Accordingly, we believe that an explanation of the recent rise of populism requires a 

psychological understanding of the mental representations of its followers. 

Unlike liberalism that emphasizes the primacy of individual freedom, autonomy 

and choice as the foundation of political systems, populism offers a collectivist, auto-

cratic formulation that harks back to the ancient evolutionary history and tribal in-

stincts of our species. Populism ideas and practices now show a growing influence on 

both the left as on the right of the political spectrum. The collection of chapters in this 



book offer a comprehensive overview of what we now know about the psychology of 

populism, and the reasons for its recent rise, analysed from a variety of theoretical and 

methodological orientations. 

The book is divided into four parts. Part 1 deals with the motivational and emo-

tional factors that attract voters to populist causes, and the human needs and values 

that populist movements satisfy. Part 2 analyzes the cognitive features of populist ap-

peals, especially their emphasis on simplicity, epistemic certainty and moral absolut-

ism. Part 3 turns to one of the defining features of populism: its offer of a powerful 

tribal identity and collectivist ideology that provides meaning and personal signifi-

cance to its followers. Finally, Part 4 the tactics used by populist movements are ana-

lysed, including the role of charismatic leadership, authoritarianism, nationalism and 

the use of conspiracy narratives and propaganda strategies. 

In selecting and inviting our contributors, we aimed to achieve a broad and var-

ied coverage that is nevertheless representative of the major new developments in psy-

chological research on populism. The chapters included represent some of the best re-

cent examples of clear theorizing and careful research in this critically important area 

by leading international researchers.  

The origins of this book: The Sydney Symposium of Social Psychology series 

This book is part of the Sydney Symposium of Social Psychology series, now in 

its 23rd year. Since 1998, this annual Series has covered a variety of important topics 

in social psychology, with leading researchers invited from all over the world. These 

are not simply edited books in the usual sense. The objective of the Sydney Symposia 

is to provide new, integrative understanding in important areas of social psychology 



by inviting leading researchers in a particular field to a three-day residential Symposi-

um.  

Unfortunately, this is the first time that, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

our face-to-face meeting had to be cancelled. In order to compensate for this loss, as 

editors we made every effort to integrate the various chapters, and to establish links 

between them where appropriate by inserting cross-references. The volume is intended 

as a collaborative effort by a leading group of international researchers to review what 

we now know about the psychological underpinnings of populist political movements.  

. The Symposium has received financial support from a variety of sources over 

the years, including the University of New South Wales, and the Australian Research 

Council allowing the careful selection and funding of a small group of leading re-

searchers as contributors. 

For more information on the Sydney Symposium series and details of our past 

and future projects (as well as photos that show our contributors in more or less flatter-

ing situations, and other background information) please see our website at 

www.sydneysymposium.unsw.edu.au.  Books of the Sydney Symposium of Social 

Psychology Series are published by Psychology Press, New York, an imprint of Tay-

lor & Francis Publishers. All previous volumes of the Sydney Symposium series can 

be inspected and ordered at their website, at https://www.crcpress.com/Sydney-

Symposium-of-Social-Psychology/book-series/TFSE00262 . Detailed information 

about our earlier volumes can also be found on the series page in this book, and also 

on our website.  

The present book should be of considerable interest to the general public wishing 

to better understand the basic psychological dynamics of recent populist political 

http://www.sydneysymposium.unsw.edu.au/
https://www.crcpress.com/Sydney-Symposium-of-Social-Psychology/book-series/TFSE00262
https://www.crcpress.com/Sydney-Symposium-of-Social-Psychology/book-series/TFSE00262


movements. The book should also appeal to students, researchers and practitioners in 

wide areas of social psychology and political science as a basic reference book, and as 

an informative textbook to be used in courses dealing with social and political psy-

chology. The book is written in a readable yet scholarly style, and both students at the 

undergraduate and at the graduate level as well as readers from all backgrounds should 

find it an engaging overview of the field.  

We want to express our thanks to people and organizations who helped to make 

the Sydney Symposium of Social Psychology series, and this volume in particular, a 

reality. Producing a complex multi-authored book such as this is a lengthy and some-

times challenging task. We have been very fortunate to work with such an excellent 

and cooperative group of contributors. Our first thanks must go to them. Because of 

their help and professionalism, we were able to finish this project in record time and 

ahead of schedule. Past friendships have not been frayed, and we are all still on speak-

ing terms; indeed, we hope that working together on this book has been as positive an 

experience for all of us, new friendships have been formed, and that all our contribu-

tors take happy memories with them about our time together.  

We are especially grateful to Suellen Crano, who helped in more ways that we 

could list here. We also wish to acknowledge financial support from the Australian 

Research Council and the University of New South Wales. Most of all, we are grateful 

for the love and support of our families who have put up with us during the many 

months of work that went into producing this book.  

Joseph Forgas, William Crano and Klaus Fiedler 

Sydney, October 2020. 
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