
  Introduction 

 The last few decades have witnessed a rise of authoritarianism in di� erent coun-
tries that has signaled a dramatic change in the present era. Specifi cally, the trend 
can be observed in Turkey, Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia, India, Poland, 
Israel, and, more recently, in the Philippines and Brazil ( Bochsler & Juon, 2020 ; 
 Lima, 2020 ;  Reykowski, 2020 ;  Wodak, 2019 ). The election of Donald Trump 
with his authoritarian tendencies in the US clearly signaled a new world zeitgeist. 
These authoritarian regimes came to power in mostly  free and fair elections
( Burston, 2017 ;  Knuckey & Hassan, 2020 ). Other European countries (such as 
France Germany, Italy, Spain, Holland, and Denmark) also have popular political 
parties which advocate at least some of the principles of authoritarianism. 

 The leaders of these new authoritarian parties openly express views which 
correspond with some or all of the following themes characteristically identifi ed 
with authoritarianism, and challenge the principles of liberal democracy.  Anti-
democratic structural theme : interfering with the rule of law and democratic norms; 
disrespecting rules and regulations; impairing and weakening the legal system 
and law enforcement agencies; disempowering institutions that serve as guard-
ians of democracy; harming the checks-and-balance system.  Anti-democratic values 
theme : limiting freedom of expression and organization; violating human rights; 
favoring use of force.  Anti-pluralistic theme : inciting and delegitimizing opposition; 
monopolizing patriotism; obliterating criticism, trying to control free media. 
Discriminatory theme : instigating racism, prejudice, and discrimination of minori-
ties; encouraging ethnocentrism, sexism, and chauvinism; opposing immigra-
tion.  Threatening themes : spreading a discourse of fear; using xenophobic messages; 
focusing on external threats and enemies.  Anti-structural societal themes : blaming 
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the so-called old elites for deterioration of society and adherence to power; blam-
ing past governments for corruption; blaming economic tycoons for exploiting 
the wealth of the nation.  Self-interest themes : appointing functionaries predomi-
nantly on the basis of loyalty to the leader; encouraging adoration of strong leader 
with omnipotent rights; cultivating personal adoration. These themes have been 
expressed by authoritarian leaders with the intention of implementing them as 
directives and policies and enacting laws. Moreover, those who were elected to 
highest o�  ce used them as guidance in their practice ( Bonikowski, 2017 ;  Kat-
sambekis, 2017 ;  Rummens, 2017 ;  Rupnik, 2007 ; see also Feldman: Forgas & 
Lantos; Kruglanski; and Marcus, this volume). 

 Many reasons can be identifi ed for these developments now reshaping the polit-
ical, societal, economic, and cultural nature of societies and the world in general. 
In the attempt to understand this trend, we need explanations from a variety of 
complementary approaches (Kriesi et al., 2006;  Mudde, 2000 ;  Reykowski, 2020 ; 
 Učeň, 2007 ). In the present chapter, we take a particular socio-psychological 
perspective, trying to illuminate the psychological forces that play a signifi cant 
role in the unfolding of authoritarian forces in originally democratic countries, 
where the elections are fair and free. We focus especially on cases in the Western 
world, as well as Central and Eastern European countries which built democratic 
regimes following the fall of the communist bloc in the late 1980s. After this fall, 
all of them held democratic and more or less free and fair elections, but with time 
authoritarian parties emerged and, in some cases, even won the elections (see 
Forgas & Lantos, on Hungary’s slide to authoritarianism). However, the present 
conceptual framework can also be used in the analysis of societies in other parts 
of the world that hold free and fair democratic elections. In the present chapter, 
we distinguish between authoritarianism and populism. Authoritarianism implies 
limited reliance on democratic values, disregard of democratic formal mecha-
nisms and principles, and personalized forms of leadership (see for example,  Linz, 
2000 ), while populism denotes o� ering ideas and activities, regardless of their 
feasibility, costs, and utility, with the goal of garnering the support of ordinary 
people (see for example  Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017 ). We are well aware that each 
of these two key concepts has a variety of defi nitions and conceptual frameworks.  

  Theoretical Basis 

 The basic foundation of the conceptual explanation lies within the seminal the-
ory of Kurt  Lewin  ( 1951  ) , who proposed that human behavior is a function 
of a perceived environment in which a person(s) operates with its physical and 
social factors and his/her tendencies, including ideas, thoughts, intentions, and 
fantasies. This theory means that, according to Lewin, what really matters in 
social life is not what happens in reality, but what is perceived and interpreted 
by human beings. Of special importance is Lewin’s application of the theory 
to the group situation. He suggested that the behavior of a group, as that of an 



44 Daniel Bar-Tal and Tamir Magal

individual, is a� ected greatly by the collective perception of the situation and the 
group’s characteristics ( Lewin, 1947 ; see also Golec de Zavala: Kruglanski; and 
Hogg and Gøetsche-Astrup, this volume). Of relevance to our conception is also 
his proposal suggesting that the human system enters into a tension state when 
a psychological need or intention appears. Tension is released when the need or 
intention is fulfi lled. On the basis of this classical theoretical framework, we sug-
gest that understanding collective political behaviors requires an analysis of the 
psychological conditions in which the collective lives  and the  collective 
psychological state  of societies. This includes the key  psychological repertoire  of 
the collective, as well as their  immediate psychological response tendencies . 

  Context 

 We propose to di� erentiate between two types of context:  lasting context  and 
transitional context  ( Bar-Tal, 2013 ). The former consists of relatively stable 
features that include socio-political–economic systems and structures, institu-
tions, systems of beliefs and values, symbols, rules of behaviors, and cultural prod-
ucts. By contrast,  transitional context  by defi nition is limited to sudden major 
events, processes, and/or specifi c major information, which exerts infl uence 
on the views of society’s members. They are experienced directly or indirectly, 
have relevance to the well-being of society’s members and of society as a whole, 
occupy a central position in public discussion and the public agenda, and con-
tain information that forces society’s members to reconsider, and often change, 
their long-held socio-psychological repertoire ( Bar-Tal, 2013 ). Major informa-
tion provided by authoritative sources (for example, leaders or journalists) often 
complements major events and processes, because they are not clearly observed 
and understood, and often require explanation and clarifi cation through their 
framing (see the concepts in  Halperin & Bar-Tal, 2007 ; and also in  Gitlin, 1980 ; 
 Kinder, 2003 ;  Mutz, 1998 ).  

  A Collective Psychological State 

 Individuals carry a psychological repertoire. Di� erent psychologists emphasized 
many distinct elements of the psychological repertoire (see also Ditto; Krekó; and 
Marcus, this volume). We would like to focus on only two elements, which in 
our view play a major role in guiding individual and collective behavior:  needs
and  values .  Needs  refer to the fundamental necessities that direct individuals, 
while  values  signify an abstract compass which directs their behaviors. Needs 
and values produce a strong drive to satisfy them, and when they are not satisfi ed, 
individuals feel strong deprivation, frustration, and dissonance. Their functioning 
is intimately involved in understanding the psychological roots of populism in 
rhetoric, as we will show. 
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Human needs  are internal psychological forces that direct to action for their 
satisfaction. Deci and Ryan (2000) defi ned needs as “nutriments that are essential 
for ongoing psychological growth, integrity, and well-being” (p.  229). Needs 
are very important for human functioning, both as individuals and as a part of a 
collective. Social scientists proposed di� erent lists of needs that are based on dif-
ferent conceptions ( Etzioni, 1968 ;  Goldstein, 1985 ). We have drawn our own 
list on the basis of known grand theories to include: Needs for understanding, 
for predictability, for mastery, for meaningfulness, for positive esteem, for safety, 
for justice, for belonging, and for identity (hence forth “basic human needs”). 
Satisfaction of all these needs is a prerequisite for human beings to function well 
in their societal system. 

 The notion of  values  appeared already in the writing of  Durkheim (1897 ) 
and then later of  Vernon and Allport (1931 ). We use in our conceptual frame-
work the well-developed and widely accepted theory of Schwartz, who defi ned 
values as trans-situational goals, varying in importance, that serve as guiding 
principles in the life of a person or groups ( Schwartz, 1992 ). Values point to the 
desirable goals that motivate action, as well as guide the selection or evaluation 
of actions, policies, people, and events. People decide what is good or bad, justi-
fi ed or illegitimate, worth doing or avoiding, based on possible consequences 
for their cherished values ( Schwartz, 1992 ,  1994 ,  2006 ). According to Schwartz, 
values have the following functions: (1) They focus on attaining personal or 
social outcomes, (2) express openness to change or conservation of the status 
quo or (3) serve self-interests or transcendence of self-interests in the service of 
others, and (4) promote growth and self-expansion, or protect against anxiety 
and threat to self. 

 Schwartz fi rst identifi ed 10 basic values, later increased to include 19 val-
ues. We focus on the major ten values: Self-direction, stimulation, hedonism, 
achievement, power, security, conformity, tradition, benevolence, and univer-
salism ( Schwartz, 1992 ,  2017 ;  Schwartz et  al., 2012  ). Utilizing Schwartz’s dis-
tinctions, we would like to congregate the ten to two general types of values: 
Particular and universal ( Evano� , 2004 ;  Nussbaum, [1994 ,  2010 ];  Sznaider, 2007 ; 
 Turner, 2002 ). Particular values have an in-group/collective direction with the 
emphasis on maintaining security, tradition, order, authority, well-being, collec-
tive identity, benefi ts, resources, and power of the in-group by strengthening loy-
alty to the collective, its continuity, and its stability. These values are based on the 
primary evolutionary needs that directed human beings to care about their kin-
ship for survival through the ages. Universal values, in contrast, focus on the care 
and concern for human beings in general, based on the universal principles of 
equality, freedom, fairness, justice, and human rights (see also the work of  Haidt, 
2012 ;  Haidt, Graham, & Joseph, 2009  on moral foundations). This distinction is 
very relevant to our conception and enables us to better comprehend the sense of 
“violation of values” experienced by part of the population. 
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 When the context prevents satisfaction of needs, unfulfi lled needs give rise 
to feelings of deprivation and dissonance, which produce negative attitudes and 
emotions, such as frustration and distress (see also Ditto; Gelfand; Kruglanski; 
Marcus; and Vallacher, this volume), triggering a search for new ways to satisfy 
them. Need satisfaction can be achieved through real or symbolic means (narra-
tives), or a combination of both. It is at this point that the search can lead mem-
bers of a society to extremism—relying on authoritarian voices to satisfy their 
frustrated needs and values. This portrayal also corresponds to Maslow’s theory 
locating needs in a hierarchical order. Maslow also acknowledged the role of 
the environment in the process of need satisfaction and recognized the relation-
ship between needs and values ( Maslow, 1971 ). Similar processes take place 
when contextual conditions violate dominant values of a society ( Festinger, 
1957 ), producing dissonance and distress, as well as a motivation to change the 
situation.   

  Requirements of the Democratic System 

 After introducing the conceptual framework, it is possible now to return to the 
subject of the chapter: the deterioration of democracy and the ascendance of 
authoritarianism. The basic assumption is that a democratic system, in contrast to 
other political systems ( Gilbert & Mohseni, 2011 ;  Wejnert, 2014 ;  Wigell, 2008 ), 
has a number of critical psychological requirements that are necessary conditions 
for the proper functioning of the system. Democratic systems require knowledge 
of the democratic principles and values, internalization of the democratic values, 
motivation to maintain them, and involvement in their protection ( Dahl, 1989 ; 
 Oppenheim, 1971 ;  Shin, 2017 ;  Sullivan & Transue, 1999 ). Democratic systems 
require voluntary acceptance, understanding, and cooperation, and cannot be 
taken for granted or imposed by force: It requires constant and continuous watch-
fulness by its citizens, organizations, institutions, and media, which will point out 
violation of its principles and values, caused by steps taken by its functionaries that 
harm democratic functioning. Many leaders, by their human nature, are often 
inclined to violate democratic principles and values that often stand in their way 
and limit their wants. Democracy involves progress on a narrow path where state 
power and the competence of society fi nely balance each other ( Acemoglu & 
Robinson, 2020 ). 

 However, these requirements are rather demanding and can be considered as 
idealistic. The alternative assumption claims that in reality, most of society mem-
bers do not possess comprehensive knowledge about the democratic system, do 
not internalize the values, do not respect its principles, and in general do not have 
an investment in its maintenance. Only a small layer of society is deeply personally 
involved and cares greatly about the functioning of the democratic system. Some 
of them are also concerned with its maintenance and protection. But, in most 
cases, large segments of a society support the democratic system only as long as it 
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satisfi es their basic needs, corresponds to their values, is trusted, and is managed 
e�  ciently and reliably in their view ( Chu, Bratton, Lagos, Shastri,  & Tessler, 
2008 ;  Kluegel & Mason, 2004 ;  Kotzian, 2010 ). When these conditions are bro-
ken, voluntary support for the democratic system is reduced or even vanishes, 
and members of a society search for other leaders and systems that can meet their 
needs, correspond to their values, and be trustworthy ( Bochsler & Juon, 2020 ; 
 Inglehart & Norris, 2016 ;  Ivarsfl aten, 2008 ;  Rupnik, 2007 ).  

  Democracies in the Western World Between 
War World II and 2000 

 We would like to postulate that since the end of World War II (WW-II), the con-
text of the democratic systems satisfi ed the basic needs of society members most 
of the time, in most of the countries of the Western world where there were free 
and fair elections. There was a balance most of the time between the needs and 
values of society members and the democratic system (see  Evans & Whitefi eld, 
1995 ;  Lühiste, 2013 ;  Sullivan & Transue, 1999 ). The satisfaction of these needs 
was achieved through policies and actions and through persuasive messages that 
were accepted as truthful and provided meaning to society (see  Shiller, 2019 ). 

 During this time, the United States, Western Europe, and other countries 
experienced unusually high and sustained growth, together with  full employ-
ment. The recessions of the 1970s and the subsequent of recession of the early 
1980s were relatively short-lived, and the Western world continued its prosperity 
and expansion until the 2000s ( Barro, 1999 ;  Boix & Stokes, 2011 ;  Dahl, 1971 ; 
 Reykowski, 2020 ). Of special note are Central and Eastern European countries, 
which became separated from Western Europe following WW-II, with the crea-
tion of the “iron curtain” and communist totalitarian regimes (see also Forgas & 
Lantos, this volume). These countries longed for democracy and, when the com-
munist regimes collapsed, almost all of them moved to establish democracy in the 
early 1990s. However, in the last 20 years many of these countries have also begun 
moving towards authoritarian rule, led by populist political parties and leaders 
(for example, Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic, and Slovakia) ( Bochsler & Juon, 
2020 ;  Karp & Milazzo, 2015 ;  Rupnik, 2007 ;  Učeň, 2007 ).  

  Contextual Changes Since 2000 and Consequences 

 The next step in our analysis suggests that a series of dramatically negative major 
events, processes, and information signifi cantly changed the context of Western 
democratic societies, disrupted the satisfaction of basic human needs (such as loss 
of security, predictability, stability, certainty, belonging (a�  liation), social identity, 
collective positive esteem, justice, and mastery), and violated widely held par-
ticular values. These major events, processes and major information changed the 
collective psychological state of society members. 
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 Western liberal democracies experienced threats of terrorism, economic crisis, 
globalization, fundamental challenges to the traditional news media, intra-societal 
confl ict and polarization, and threats of waves of immigrants and ethnic minori-
ties, and most recently, the COVID-19 pandemic that caused to very powerful 
e� ect in every domain of human life, including immense detrimental economic 
crisis. In other words, these events, processes and provided information greatly 
undermined the needs and values of certain segments of society members, and 
thus subsequently disrupted their confi dence in the shared narratives which 
allowed the maintenance of the democratic system. Our central point suggests 
that, in line with the Lewinian theorizing, what is of determinative importance in 
the reaction of society’s members is the way they view and understand the events, 
processes and the information. Experiences are comprehended on the basis of 
their interpretation. The key experiences were perceptions of realistic and sym-
bolic threats ( Stephan & Renfro, 2002 ;  Stephan, Renfro, & Davis, 2008 ; see also 
Ditto; Gelfand; Kruglanski; Marcus; Vallacher & Fennell;, this volume). Realistic 
threats refer to the perception of possible loss of human lives, territory, resources, 
economy, power, status, or general welfare. Symbolic threat deals with threats to 
cultural purity, to national uniqueness, to religious homogeneity and especially 
to exclusiveness of the collective identity (see also Golec de Zavala, this volume). 
The experiences of threats have been the key experiences which ignited a chain 
reaction that led to a loss of meaning, predictability, and meaningfulness; loss of 
sense of security and justice; loss of belongingness, esteem, and social identity; 
as well as loss of sense of control and mastery. On the general level, these threats 
changed the collective psychological state of large parts of society members. 

 In sum, the experience of negative consequences led to disappointment and 
loss of trust in the political system of democracy, and instigated a search for alter-
natives that will satisfy the experienced deprivations and dissonance. Trust in the 
system is a pre-requirement for its successful and e�  cient functioning, legitimiza-
tion and acceptance by society’s members ( Grimes, 2006 ;  Kaase, 1999 ;  Marien & 
Hooghe, 2011 ;  Reykowski, 2020 ). 

 In this part of the chapter we describe some of the major events, processes 
and major information that shook the world since 2000, led to major changes in 
the collective psychological state in di� erent countries, and brought about the 
ascendance of authoritarian leaders and parties. However, we should note that: 
(1) The contextual e� ects of the same major events, processes, and information 
have di� ered in various societies in their intensity, and frequency, (2) societies dif-
fered in the way their governments coped with the challenges, and (3) societies 
also di� er in their lasting cultural context and in their collective psychological 
state, and therefore reacted di� erently. Obviously, these developments were not 
universal. Not all society members experienced the crises similarly, and not all of 
them felt disappointment with the democratic system and searched for a di� erent 
way of being governed. In some countries, authoritarian leaders won elections 
(for example, in Hungary, Poland, USA); in other countries, authoritarian parties 
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gained votes (or example, in France, Italy, Germany, etc.), and in some other 
countries the e� ects were minor (e.g. Australia, New Zealand). The delineation 
of all the infl uencing characteristics is beyond the scope of this chapter. 

 We will describe now only several major events, processes, and informational 
frameworks as examples that shook the world and point out their e� ects. 

  Terrorism 

 The fi rst category of major events is terrorism. Although not a new phenom-
enon, its appearance in the 2000s shook the world because of its intensity, 
frequency, global spread, and radical ideological Islamist origins. 1  The most sig-
nifi cant terrorist attack, incomparable to any other in modern history, occurred 
on September 11, 2001. This event included four civilian aircraft, hijacked by 
Muslim militants, striking two singular symbols of American power on US soil: 
The World Trade Center in NY and the Pentagon. This attack resulted in 2,977 
fatalities, over 25,000 injuries, and at least $10 billion in property damages ( CNN, 
2019 ). 

 The attack on United States was followed by several major terrorist events car-
ried out in di� erent parts of Europe by Islamic militants, including Madrid and 
London (2004/2005) and then Paris (2015); Brussels, Nice, and Berlin (2016); 
Manchester, London, and Barcelona (2017); Strasburg (2018); and London 
(2019). These events left hundreds of people killed or injured. 

 Because they occurred in major cities in USA and Europe, they had great 
e� ect on Americans and Europeans, far beyond the cities and countries where 
they happened. They shattered the illusion of living in security for millions of 
Americans, Europeans, and beyond. They signaled that there is no secure place 
in the world, and that terrorists can penetrate into the most guarded places. The 
attacks had immediate e� ects: They severely threatened basic human needs and 
violated cherished values, while instilling a deep sense of injustice and victim-
hood ( Arvanitidis, Economou,  & Kollias, 2016 ;  Godefroidt  & Langer, 2018 ; 
 Marshall et al., 2007 ). 

 Studies have shown that terrorism produces higher levels of prejudice and 
discrimination against minority groups, as well as lower levels of tolerance for 
minorities and immigrants, especially for Muslims ( Castanho, 2018 ;  Echebarria-
Echabe & Fernández-Guede, 2006 ;  Vellenga, 2008 ). Higher levels of uncertainty 
and anxiety led to greater acceptance of severe restrictions on civil liberties that 
contradict democratic principles ( Cohrs, Kielmann, Maes, & Moschner, 2005 ; 
 Huddy, Feldman, Taber, & Lahav, 2005 ;  Kossowska et al., 2011 ).  

  The Economic Crisis in 2008 

 The  fi nancial crisis of 2007–08 , also known as the  global fi nancial crisis , 
was a severe worldwide  economic crisis,  considered by many economists and 



50 Daniel Bar-Tal and Tamir Magal

opinion leaders to have been the most serious  fi nancial crisis  since the  Great 
Depression of the 1930s. The crisis began in 2007 with a depreciation in the sub-
prime mortgage market in the United States, and developed into a full-blown 
international banking crisis with the collapse of the major banks, such as Lehman 
Brothers. The crisis had a tremendous downturn e� ect on the global and states’ 
economies, and severely a� ected the economic standing of many individuals 
( Eichengreen & O’Rourke, 2010 ;  Eigner & Umlauft, 2015 ;  Reykowski, 2020 ) 

 The crisis instigated many revelations about its causes and processes, as well 
as more general understandings about economic processes. The public learned 
that (1) the gap between poor and rich grew considerably through the years, 
(2) rich people accumulated incredible wealth—many through speculation and 
unproductive ways, (3) the middle class did not prosper nor improve its economic 
standing through the decades, (4) the federal system in the US had to bail out 
irresponsible bankers at huge cost, and (5) the individuals responsible were not 
punished ( Patterson & Koller, 2011 ;  Snow, 2011 ;  Wol� , 2010 ). All this led to 
loss of trust in governmental institutions, as well as deprivation of basic epistemic 
human needs ( Earle, 2009 ;  Hernandez  & Kriesi, 2016 ;  Kroknes, Jakobsen,  & 
Grønning, 2015 ).  

  Waves of Immigration 

 The second decade of the 21st century was characterized by a signifi cant infl ux 
of immigrants to Europe, as well as to the US. The wars in Iraq and Syria, as well 
as severe economic conditions and violence in several African countries (Sudan, 
Eritrea, Libya), culminated in the migration of hundreds of thousands of people 
towards Europe   (BBC, 2016  Metcalfe-Hough, 2015 ;  Sobczyński, 2019 ). At the 
same time, a similar “wave” was taking place in Latin America, where people 
from violent- and poverty-ridden countries—like Honduras, El Salvador, and 
Mexico—migrated to the US, searching for better life ( Kim, Carvalho, Davis, & 
Mullins, 2011  ;  Preston & Archibold, 2014 ). 

 The infl ux of immigrants caused a sense of threat among citizens of many 
countries in Europe and the US ( Brader, Valentino, & Suhay, 2008 ;  Fetzer, 2000 ; 
 McLaren, 2003 ). It led to fear of losing uniqueness, particularity, distinctiveness, 
and exceptionality, which characterize a national or an ethnic group and stand at 
the core of its particularistic values. ( Ben-Nun Bloom, Arikan, & Lahav, 2015  ; 
 Bruneau, Kteily, & Laustsen, 2018 ;  Rydgren, 2008 ). 

 Additionally, immigrants threatened economic security, because money was 
spent on their integration and welfare instead of on the societal needs of the citi-
zenry. Furthermore, society’s members perceived a potential employment threat, 
despite the fact that most of the jobs taken by immigrants were shunned by locals 
( Ben-Nun Bloom et  al., 2015  ;  Fetzer, 2000 ;  Ivarsfl aten, 2008 ;  Oesch, 2008 ). 
Indeed, a November 2018 poll found that the majority of citizens in European 
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countries (66% average) blamed migration for spike in local crime ( Abraham, 
2019 ). Furthermore, in an April 2016 survey, the majority of respondents in fi ve 
European countries believed Muslim immigrants threatened their job security 
and economic benefi ts (overall average 50%) ( Wike, Stokes, & Simmons, 2016 ).  

  Social Media and Veracity of Information 

 Credible factual political information is an essential ingredient for political par-
ticipation in a democracy (see also Cooper & Avery; and Krekó, this volume). It 
is assumed that citizens make decisions and take action, on the basis of reasoned 
arguments and careful consideration of di� erent ideas and viewpoints, in the 
“marketplace of ideas”. Throughout the 20th century, traditional forms of mass 
media—newspapers, radio, and television—with their normative obligation to 
professional standards of veracity and credibility, served as the main arena for 
public deliberation. Additionally, friendship networks, social gatherings, and cul-
tural events also served as venues for the exchange of sometimes uncorroborated, 
biased, and often misleading “word-of-mouth” information, which also infl u-
enced political behavior. However, these two modes of transmission were very 
distinct and separated from each other. 
 The Internet and “social media” revolution of the 21st century blurred the dis-
tinction between these two modes of information and cast signifi cant doubts 
on the credibility and veracity of traditional media-based political information. 
Social media is an online platform which allows ordinary people to build social 
networks with other people, to communicate and maintain relationships with 
them, and to share own thoughts, experiences, and ideas. This platform opened a 
completely new mode of interrelating, sharing, as well as disseminating, exchang-
ing, and receiving information across the world. Facebook and Twitter are among 
the most commonly used ( Shearer & Grieco, 2019 ). 

 However, the consumption of news and political information through social 
media raises several threats to the democratic process: Live news feeds are custom-
ized for each user by mathematical algorithms, based on the probability the news 
item would be liked by him. Such selection inhibits exposure to opposing views 
and thus reinforces existing opinions ( Dylko et  al., 2017 ). This phenomenon, 
termed “echo chamber” or “fi ltering bubble”, has been demonstrated in several 
recent studies regarding the political e� ects of social media ( Boutyline & Willer, 
2017 ; Carpenter, 2010;  Spohr, 2017 ). In a 2019 Pew study, 79% of respondents 
agreed that social media services prefer news sources with a specifi c political 
stance, while 53% agreed that one-sided and inaccurate news represented a seri-
ous problem on social media feeds ( Shearer & Grieco, 2019 ). The echo chamber 
e� ect is further compounded by the use of “likes” and re-posts, where users recy-
cle and distribute news items among their contacts and friends. Such practices 
create networks of like-minded individuals that reinforce and radicalize political 
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bias, as well as strangle any form of diverse political discussion ( Bakshy, Mess-
ing, & Adamic, 2015 ;  Barberá, Jost, Nagler, Tucker, & Bonneau, 2015  ;  Spohr, 
2017 ). 

 Another common problem with social media is the spread of unfounded, 
uncorroborated, or even intentionally misleading information (fake news) 
through these networks. There are no checks and verifi cation procedures for 
user-generated posts. It opens ways for knowingly disseminating misinformation 
to large number of people, easily spreading infl ammatory and defamatory mes-
sages of every kind, including racist, chauvinistic, and other radical views ( Spohr, 
2017 ). Propaganda and disinformation have been used in the past by govern-
ments, societal leaders, institutions, and other political actors in order to hide the 
truth and provide misdirection that serves their goals. However, in the last few 
years the spread of fake news became a normative and prevalent way of providing 
untruthful knowledge (see also Krekó, this volume). Fake news undermines seri-
ous media coverage and makes it more di�  cult for journalists to provide truthful 
knowledge, and for citizens to evaluate such knowledge and act accordingly. 

 This new phenomenon has had a remarkable infl uence on societies, further 
undermining the legitimacy and trust in the democratic system, and especially 
the watchdog capacity of traditional media (the fourth branch of democracy). 
It normalized both extreme left-wing and right-wing views, including racism, 
nationalism, sexism, chauvinism, homophobia, and other unacceptable violations 
of democratic values and freedom of open exchange and debate.   

  The E� ects of the Major Events, 
Processes, and Information 

 We would now like to turn to the analysis of the e� ects of these processes. In 
general, they caused the deprivation of primary human needs and the violation 
of values, especially particularistic ones. They led to the deprivation of the major 
needs of predictability, security, belongingness, self-esteem, identity, meaningful-
ness, or justice. In addition, they led to the violation of values such as security, 
tradition, and self-direction. 

 In general, members of society do not know when the crises will end, or 
when negative events will happen to them or to someone dear to them. They 
live in a world that doesn’t always convey meaning for them. Doubts regard-
ing their well-being in political, economic, cultural, and societal spheres fi gure
prominently. They feel that they live in an unpredictable setting in which they 
experience helplessness and hopelessness. In such a context, individuals often 
have feelings of loss of control over the situation and loss of mastery over their 
fate. Of special importance is the satisfaction of epistemic human needs. Indi-
viduals try to reduce uncertainty and ambiguity by creating a comprehensible 
environment (see also Hogg & Gøetsche-Astrup; and Kruglanski et al., this vol-
ume). Therefore, they strive to perceive and structure their world in a way that 
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events and people can be understood ( Baumeister, 1991 ;  Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 
2006 ;  Reykowski, 1982 ). 

 Moreover, the major events we described often led to loss of personal and col-
lective safety. Safety needs are also of great importance, as individuals strive to feel 
security, stability, protection, and freedom of fear and anxiety ( Maslow, 1954 ). In 
addition, individuals have a need for collective-positive evaluation, respect, and 
esteem as individuals and members of a society, which defi nes their personal and 
social identity ( Maslow, 1954 ; Tajfel, 1981). These events also violated the need 
for justice, which refers to the human tendency to believe that the world is man-
aged by fair rules and standards ( Lerner, 1970 ,  2003 ). Thus, information about 
speculation, corruption, and exploitation by vested interests such as bankers, busi-
ness people, government, academia, mass media, politicians, and the widening 
gap between poor and wealthy, seriously violated the need for justice. 

 Many of these threats disturb the fl ow of normal life and cause psychological 
reactions such as disappointment, distress, stress, alienation, frustration, anger, 
fear, resentment, helplessness, hopelessness, uncertainty, loss of trust, hostility, 
prejudice, and estrangement—amounting to a national crisis of identity. The 
crises produce highly intense symbolic and realistic threats that touch various 
layers of human beings’ life ( Stephan  & Renfro, 2002 ;  Stephan et  al., 2008 ). 
The e� ects of these experiences should be evaluated in terms of their duration, 
intensity, multiplicity, palpability, probability, and personal relevance ( Milgram, 
1986 ,  1993 ). Thus, it is possible to say that the more durable the crises, the more 
intense they are, the more often they occur, and the more relevant they are for 
the individuals. In most cases, society members cannot predict when a specifi c 
crisis will end. Thus, the negative experiences are chronic. No society member is 
exempt from their e� ect, at least vicariously. 

 These major events, processes, and information suggest that the democratic 
system is unable to fulfi ll its promise of satisfying the needs and values of citizens. 
The social “contract” has been broken and a vacuum was created. Such disap-
pointment occurred, especially to those who have low commitment to demo-
cratic system. In situations in which society members are deprived of their basic 
needs, they may turn to a leader who will recognize the threats and enemies and 
provide a solution. 

 Since political vacuum never exists for long, in exactly such a situation do 
leaders, groups, organizations, and parties enter, which bring narratives that 
promise satisfaction of needs and values. Populism usually enters at this point, 
because the major goals of the leader are to provide messages that will ensure his 
ascent to power, disregarding any other consideration. The mission of persuasion 
and mobilization has to be carried in a clear, simple, comprehensible, and mor-
alistic way. It should be seen as a populistic narrative or as propaganda (see also 
Crano & Ga� ney, this volume). It is always fi rst carried via rhetoric that helps 
the political party and its leaders get elected. And only later, when in power, can 
they realize the program. The narrative always refers to the deprived needs and 
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the violated values. It is also based on group symbols, myths, narratives, collective 
memories, and heritage that appeal to personal and collective identity, culture, 
and worldview. Moreover, it is usually grounded in constructing threats, com-
ing from external and internal forces that arouse fear and insecurity, and also 
constitute fertile ground for the presentation of the crises and the mobilization 
of society members. It is always selective, biased, and distorted, presenting only 
one-sided information and using emotional appeals to persuade and mobilize the 
audience. The basic point is that only the party with its leader can save the nation 
( Stanley, 2016 ).  

  The Emergence of Leaders and the Construction 
of the Satisfying Narrative 

 The narratives of authoritarian leaders touch on at least six major themes, which 
can be found in their speeches: They describe the present situation, the goals that 
stand before the nation, the identity of the nation, the enemies, the leaders, and 
the actions that have to be taken. The subthemes of every theme can vary widely 
in scope and relate to di� erent issues that concern a specifi c nation. We will pro-
vide only a number of illustrations as examples for each theme. 

  The Description of the Present Situation 

 Description of di� erent threats to the nation (political, economic, cultural, soci-
etal, religious, and so on), injustice done, corruption, description of external ene-
mies that harm the nation, description of internal enemies that betray the nation.  

  The Goals That Stand Before the Nation 

 Defense of the nation from its external enemies, improving the economic situ-
ation, stopping immigration, dismantling old elites, returning to national great-
ness, and protecting the purity of the nation.  

  The Defi nition of “Us” 

 We are unique, we are strong, we are a proud nation, we have great history, herit-
age, and culture, we are the real patriots, we care about the nation.  

  The Defi nition of “They” 

 Identifying old enemies, nations that want to exploit us, the organizations that 
want to dictate to us, minorities, immigrants, the old system, old elites, media 
that disagrees with our way, legal systems that prevent the achievement of our 
goals, opposition that is against us and the nation.  
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  I as the Leader 

 l am loyal to the nation, I am part of you, I am can bring back greatness, I am 
uncorrupted, I am able, I respect our history, heritage, and culture, I am a real 
patriot, I am a savior, I can defend us. 

 Examples of speeches of the following leaders provide clear examples to the 
presented theme: Donald Trump ( https://factba.se/transcripts/speeche ,  www.
rev.com/blog/transcript-category/donald-trump-transcripts ); Viktor Orbán ( www.
kormany.hu/en/the-prime-minister/the-prime-minister-s-speeches , http://about
hungary.hu/speeches-and-remark); Jarosław Kaczyński, ( www.ft.com/content/
addc05f8-d949-11e9-8f9b-77216ebe1f17 , https://notesfrompoland.com/2019/
11/12/kaczynski-poland-has-historical-mission-to-support-christian-civilisa
tion/); or Marine Le Pen ( https://awpc.cattcenter.iastate.edu/2017/09/01/presi
dential-campaign-launch-march-9-2017/ ,  www.france24.com/en/tag/marine-
le-pen/ ). 

 The populist narratives supply examples that satisfy the need for psychological 
structure ( Kruglanski & Webster, 1996 ; see also Kruglanski et al., this volume). 
They provide information and motivate people for support and action. They 
mobilize people by providing a feeling that their needs are or will be satisfi ed, 
that the new leaders and system can be trusted and can serve as alternatives to the 
past or present system.   

  Summary 

 The zeitgeist of deterioration of democracy and ascendance of populistic 
authoritarianism—as exhibited with the strengthening of the authoritarian politi-
cal parties in Western Europe, in some countries in Eastern Europe, and in the 
US—is not new. The same trend was observed in Europe in the second and third 
decades of the 20th century. In both periods, through free and fair democratic 
elections, authoritarian parties not only increased their strength but also took 
power. We suggest a social psychological perspective to understand this process. 
This approach argues that society’s members, when they encounter deprivation of 
their fundamental human needs and violation of their central values, are vulner-
able to mobilization by political forces that promise to end their crisis by leading 
the society in a new direction, even if it has authoritarian characteristics and 
populistic promises. This mobilization is especially evident among those segments 
of society that are less knowledgeable of, and less concerned and committed to, 
the democratic system. 

 The major conclusions of this approach are that democratic regimes have 
to invest much more heavily in the inculcation of democratic principles and 
values in their citizens and motivate and teach them how to function in times of 
crises, in order to defend the system against authoritarian forces. Also, the citizens 
have to insist on the establishment of formal and informal institutions whose goals 
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are protection of the democratic principles of the system and free critical media as 
a watch dog. The democratic system, in contrast to other regimes, needs continu-
ous safeguarding and commitment of its citizens—their care and involvement. 
Without them, democracies deteriorate.  

   Note 
    1.  We mostly refer to ideologically inspired terrorism, a�  liated with radical Islamic 

ideology.   
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