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POPULISM IN POWER
The Tribal Challenge

Péter Kreko'

Introduction

Cas Mudde, probably the most famous scholar on populism, wrote an article on
the “populist zeitgeist” 15 years ago (Mudde, 2004), in which he claimed that
“populist discourse has become mainstream in the politics of western democra-
cies” (p. 541). A decade and a half'later, this prophetic vision seems more timely
than ever. Furthermore, we can argue these days that it is not just populist rheto-
ric that has become mainstream; populist attitudes and populist governance have
done so as well. While most of the early literature on populism in the Western
world focused on populist parties in opposition, populists such as Donald Trump
in the United States, Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Viktor Orban in Hungary, Matteo
Salvini in Italy, and Lech Kaczinsky in Poland are all indications of the trend that
populist politicians are capable of taking and often keeping executive power as
well (see also Forgas & Lantos, this volume). But what happens to populist politi-
cians and the attitudes of their voters when they are in government? What are
the deeper social psychological drivers of populist politics? This chapter aims to
respond to this question based on the available political science literature and our

own empirical study.

Populist Attitudes: Myth or Reality?

While populism is a vague concept with many definitions, mainstream politi-
cal science literature tends to define it as a “thin” ideology (Mudde, 2004) that
emphasizes the division between the “good” people vs. the ruling elites. The
minimalist definition of populism relies on these two features: an appeal to the
people (people-centrism) and mobilization against the elites (see for example
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Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017). Populism has a “chameleonic” nature (Taggart,
2004), in the sense that it quickly adapts to the social-political environment in
an attempt to be successtul. In the last decade, however, social science literature
has gone beyond analyzing the political style and strategies of the voters, turn-
ing its attention towards populist attitudes—the mindset and opinion of populist
voters (for an early attempt, see Akkerman, Mudde, & Zaslove, 2014). A recent
overview and comparison of seven populism scales (Castanho Silva, Jungkunz,
Helbling, & Littvay, 2020) revealed that all scales invented to calculate meas-
ures of populism contain three components: people-centrism, anti-elitism, and
anti-pluralism.

While some populist measurement tools have methodological shortcomings,
populist attitudes seem to go hand in hand with low political trust and belief
in conspiracies, and predict populist party identification (Castanho Silva et al.,
2020). Populist attitudes are not without internal contradictions, though, espe-
cially when it comes to the relationship with the political elites. In a Dutch
sample, for example, Akkerman et al. (2014) found that populist attitudes corre-
lated positively with elitism scales, so populist voters expressed a favorable opinion
towards a possible rule of the experts and a certain kind of distance from the
ordinary people. So, populism, in reality, is not always consequential in its anti-
elitism—even in opposition. And the so-called populists, once in government,
add even more confusion to the picture.

When Anti-Establishment Becomes the Establishment:
Populists in Government

‘While hard-core populist parties in government are still more the exception than
the rule in the Western world, the examples are numerous and important from the
last decade, from the US, Brazil, and the UK through Austria and Italy to Hun-
gary and Poland. Populism is being tested in executive power in many countries
in the Western world. Traditionally, political science literature has been much
busier analyzing populists as outsiders, opposition parties, and protest movements
(Barr, 2009) than their activities in governmental power.

Experiences with populists in power dissolved many wishful myths about the
nature of populism. One widespread misconceptions has been that populism is
irreconcilable with power, as it loses its anti-elitist appeal and cannot keep up
with the expectations it raised. But, as Enyedi (2018, p. 1) notes, populists in
government can be surprisingly successful, as “inhibitions that constrain other
political actors from using norm-breaking methods for keeping governmental
power do not apply to populists, and therefore they can be surprisingly resilient in
office.” Populists can build “populist establishments” and are capable of not only
destroying institutions but building them as well. It also means that the descrip-
tion of populism as merely an “anti-establishment” and anti-elitist position is a
simplification that does not apply for populists in power. Furthermore, so-called
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populist parties in Central and Eastern Europe can exhibit features of “illiberal
elitism” as well; the Hungarian governmental party Fidesz is an excellent example
of this trend (Enyedi, 2016).

Previous research in the Western Balkans indicated that voters supporting
so-called populist politicians in government do not necessarily share the anti-
establishment, anti-elitist position of their respective parties—as they have now
become the establishment themselves. For example, in Montenegro, where Milo
Djukanovic and his party, DPS, have ruled since Montenegro gained independ-
ence in 2006 (and, de facto, even before), voters of his “state-sponsored populist”
regime (Dzanki¢ & Keil, 2017) showed remarkably low levels of anti-elitism,
compared to opposition parties such as the Democratic Front (Todosijevic, 2018).
At the same time, voters for Djukanovic and DPS expressed remarkably high
levels of exclusive national identity. Dzanki¢ & Keil concluded that in Monte-
negro we can observe “the growth of a new kind of populism, a state-sponsored
populist discourse that is very different from populism as understood in Western
Europe” (p. 1).

We see an even more clear pattern in Serbia, where voters of the nationalist
populist incumbent president of Serbia, Aleksander Vucic, were those most (!)
convinced that politicians are trustworthy, and they expressed by far the least anti-
elitist opinions. At the same time, voters for Vucic proved to be most supportive
of the idea of a strong leader, even if the leader bends the rules to get things done
(Todosijevic, 2018.

Populism in government seems to be a strange creature that does not neces-
sarily even look populist. The anti-elitist, anti-establishment features mostly con-
sidered to be the core of populism tend to disappear—or, at least, change their
outlook, as also suggested by the data in Hungary presented by Forgas and Lantos
(this volume).

Populist Establishments Within the European Union:
Hungary and Poland

Hungary and Poland can be regarded as the early birds of the “populist zeitgeist.”
In these Central and Eastern European countries, populists were elected “before
it was cool”: ten years ago in Hungary and five in Poland. Viktor Orban returned
to power in 2010, and his rhetoric on government became much more populist
than it was during his first term of governance, between 1998 and 2002 (Hawk-
ins et al., 2019). He did not waste time and implemented deep institutional and
political changes that added up to a new “transformation”—but an illiberal one
(Krekd & Mayer, 2015; Krekd & Enyedi, 2018; Forgas & Lantos, 2020). When
the PiS, led by Jaroslaw Kaczynski, obtained governmental power in 2015, they
were able to build on Orban’s experiences of how to develop a populist establish-
ment without facing tough consequences.
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The rhetorical justification of these transformative measures was that they
all express the will of the people. Both Kaczynski and Orban are using the
textbook political rhetoric of populism (see Table 13.1), reflecting the core of
populism as people-centric and anti-elite as well as a Manichean divide of good
vs. the evil and uninhibited anti-pluralism. Jaroslaw Kaczynski summarized his
populist political credo a few years ago as “Vox populi, vox Dei,” referring to the
Latin phrase meaning “Voice of the people, the voice of God.” Orban claimed
after a manipulative, government-organized (and, finally, invalid) referendum
in 2016:

It will be small consolation that the peoples of Europe will not forgive the
leaders who completely changed Europe without first asking its people. Let
us be proud of the fact that we are the only country in the European Union
which has asked people whether or not they want mass immigration.

(For references, see Krek6, Molnar, Juhasz, Kucharczyk, & Pazderski, 2018, and
see Table 13.1).

In our empirical research, conducted in 2017, I and my colleagues at the
Budapest-based think-tank Political Capital Institute (Krekoé et al., 2018) tried
to discover how this populist rhetoric resonates with and manifests in public
opinion of these two populist establishments. We were particularly curious about
how much anti-elitism is visible in the voter bases of these parties. Do voters of
populist parties in power show real populist attitudes?

Todosijevic (2018) found a pattern in Hungary that was similar to that
described earlier for Montenegro and Serbia: the voters of Viktor Orban’s party,
Fidesz, were the least (!) anti-elitist among groups of party supporters.

To measure populist attitudes comparably, we conducted representative public
opinion polls in both countries using almost identical methodologies. Compara-
bility was ensured by employing the same polling technique (computer-assisted
personal interviews (CAPI) on representative samples of the adult population)
and using the same questionnaire. The poll was conducted by Kantar Hoffmann
in Hungary and by Kantar TNS in Poland in December 2017. We aimed to
measure different facets of populism with items from pre-existing scales that have
already been tested and widely accepted: Silva et al. (2018) and Akkerman et al.
(2014) (for more information on the scales see the following; items are shown
in Table 13.2). Although we were not aware of their comparative research when
we started the study, Silva et al. (2020, p. 12) found that these two scales pre-
sented good model fit and high factor loadings in this test, therefore having high
internal consistency. While we aimed to use the original subscales, based on our
preliminary calculations we decided to combine items from the two scales in
two subscales (Manichean worldview and anti-elitism), which resulted in higher
reliability and conceptual and internal consistency of these constructs (still,
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TABLE 13.1 Populist statements by populist leaders Viktor Orban and Jaroslaw Kaczynski

People-
centrism

Anti-elitism

Manichean
worldview

Anti-
pluralism

You can see how in many European countries the distance between the
people and their democratically elected governments increases day by
day. Minister Antal Rogan will be responsible for ensuring that this
does not happen to us in Hungary. I ask him to persevere in finding
points of consensus between the people and the Government.

—Viktor Orban, upon the formation of the new government, May 18,
2018

Source: http://www.miniszterelnok.hu/prime- minister-viktor-orbans-
speech-upon-the-formation-of-the-new-government/

The question is, if the Union in its current shape, with its horrible
bureaucracy and institutionalized undermining of the nation state, is
able to survive. . . . According to me, no.

—Jaroslaw Kaczynski

Source: https://www.politico.eu/list/politico -28 -class—of-2017-
ranking/jaroslaw-kaczynski/

Therefore they [our opponents| will stop at nothing: they will not
argue, but censor; they will not fight, but pinch, kick, bite and sow
hatred wherever they go. We are calm and good-humoured people,
but we are neither blind nor gullible. After the election we will of
course seeck amends—moral, political and legal amends.

—YViktor Orban, March 15, 2018

Source: http://www.miniszterelnok.hu/orban-viktors-ceremonial-
Speech-on-the-170th-anniversary-of-the-hungarian-
revolution-of-1848/

In Poland, there is a horrible tradition of national treason, a habit of
informing on Poland to foreign bodies. . . . And that’s what it is. As if
it is in their genes, in the genes of Poles of the worst sort.

— Kaczynski, in response to some opposition politicians complaining
to European authorities about Law and Justice’s actions in office

Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/15/world/europe/poland-law-and-justice-party-jaroslaw-

kaczynski.html

Cronbach’s alphas remained relatively low in some cases due to the low number

of items and the presence of reverse items).

The scales were the following (for the items, see Table 13.2):

(1) people-centrism—painting the common people as a homogeneous group

and emphasizing the idea of a general will driving political processes and sov-
ereignty in politics (based on Castanho Silva et al., 2017, 3 items, oo = 0.39
in Hungary and 0.47 in Poland);

(2) political anti-elitism—the idea that a small, powerful group has illegitimately

taken over the state and subverted it for its own benefit (based on Castanho
Silva et al., 2017; Akkerman et al., 2014, 4 items, oo = 0.64 in Hungary and
0.49 in Poland);
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(3) Manichean worldview—an understanding of politics as an ultimate struggle
between good and evil, which means that compromise with the other side is
morally unacceptable (based on Castanho Silva et al., 2017; Akkerman et al.,
2014, 4 items, oo = 0.63 in Hungary and 0.43 in Poland);

(4) pluralism—a willingness to compromise between conflicting values, a ten-
dency to listen to different viewpoints, and the need to listen to dissenting
voices (based on Akkerman et al., 2014; 3 items; oo = 0.55 in Hungary and
0.55 in Poland);

(5) elitism—a view that instead of politicians, businesspeople and experts should
lead the country (based on Akkerman et al., 2014; 3 items, o = 0.52 in Hun-
gary and 0.53 in Poland). The exact items are included in Table 13.2.

We also measured authoritarian tendencies, the need for following the decisions
of a strong leader instead of having long debates between different viewpoints,
with one item that is similar to that used in the World Values Surveys: “Our
country would be governed better if important decisions were left up to a strong
leader instead of elected politicians.” We also measured the tendency to support
political violence with a binary item, where voters had to choose between two
options: “In a democracy the use of violence to reach any goal is completely
unacceptable,” vs. “In case it is necessary to achieve important goals, one must
even turn to the use of violence” (based on Bartlett, Birdwell, Kreko, Benfield, &
Gyori, 2012).

In the following, we highlight six main findings of attitudes of supporters of
populist establishments—e.g. voters of PiS and Fidesz.

(1)  Mixed results in people-centrism. In Hungary, we found lower levels of people-
centrism among supporters of the governmental parties, but found higher
levels in Poland. In Hungary, voters of the right-wing opposition Jobbik
Party were found to be significantly more people-centric than other parties,
including Fidesz (df = 671, F = 3,428; p = 0.05). In Poland, voters of the
liberal Nowoczesna Party were found to be the most people-centric (but not
significantly higher than the PiS voters.). When we compared governmental
voters to opposition voters, we found significantly lower levels of anti-elitism
among Fidesz voters in Hungary (t = —2.6, df = 575, p = 0.01) and signifi-
cantly higher levels in Poland (¢t = 2.1, df = 402, p = 0.37; see Figures 13.1
and 13.2).

(2) Low levels of anti-elitism. In both countries, we found lower levels of anti-
elitism among voters of the populist governmental parties than among oppo-
sition supporters. In Hungary, we found a pattern similar to that Todosijevic
(2018) described: voters of the governmental Fidesz were the least anti-elitist
among voter groups. Governmental voters were significantly less anti-elitist
in Hungary than opposition voters (t = —7.7, df = 576, p = 0.000). In Poland,
voters of the governmental PiS party were also found to be significantly more
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FIGURE 13.1 Differences in populism-related attitudes among government (Fidesz)

vs. opposition (combined) voters, Hungary (means on a 1-5 scale).
Supporters of the populist Fidesz party were less people-centric, anti-
elitist, and pluralistic, but more Manichean (understanding politics as
the ultimate war between Good and Evil) than opposition voters.

Note: *: p<0.05; **: p<0.01

)

anti-elitist than opposition voters (t = —2.2, df = 373, p = 0.026; see Fig-
ures 13.1 and 13.2).

This does not necessarily mean, though, that voters of populist parties
are more supportive towards all kinds of elites. While supporters of populist
establishments are more in favor of their own domestic political elites, they
reject the international elites. In both Poland and Hungary, governmental
voters trust the symbol of the international political elites (the European
Parliament—the directly elected parliamentary assembly of the European
Union) much less than do opposition voters. At the same time, PiS and
Fidesz supporters trust the national parliaments—dominated by their beloved
parties—more than supporters of the opposition (See Figure 13.3 below).
Strong black-and-white thinking. In both countries, voters of populist govern-
mental parties showed higher levels of absolutist, moralizing Manichean atti-
tudes. Interestingly, we could see that some opposition voters show high
levels of such attitudes as well, which might be the result of increasing polari-
zation in both countries (see also Marcus, this volume). In Hungary, voters
of the progressive-liberal Democratic Coalition (the party of ex-PM Ferenc
Gyurcsany), and voters of the liberal Nowoczesna (which later merged into
the center-right Civic Platform) in Poland showed above average levels of
black-and-white Manichean thinking, as harsh opposition counterpoints to



248

Péter Kreko

4.5
4.0
315
3.0
215)
2.0
%5
1.0

opposition
opposition
opposition
opposition
opposition

governmental |
governmental |

governmental | NN
governmental |
governmental | NN

people-centrism*  anti-elitism* manicheanism pluralism elitism**

FIGURE 13.2 Differences in populism-related attitudes among government (PiS) vs.
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opposition (combined) voters, Poland (means on a 1-5 scale). Govern-
mental voters were found to be slightly more people-centric and more
supportive of the governing political elite, but less supportive of busi-
ness elites and experts in politics.

*: p<0.05; **: p<0.01

supporters of Fidesz- supportersof supporters of PiS supporters of
KDNP opposition parties opposition parties
Hungary Poland
m tend to trust the national parliament mtend to trust the EP

FIGURE 13.3  Level of trust towards the national parliaments and the European Par-

Source: Kreko et al., 2018. Calculations are based on European Social Survey Round8 data (edition

liament (EP) among supporters of governmental parties vs. opposition
parties. In both Hungary and Poland, supporters of the ruling populist
parties support their own political elites more but reject international
elites in the EU, as opposed to opposition supporters, who trust the EP
more than their own parliament.

2). Fieldwork period: Hungary (May—September, 2017), Poland (November 2016—February 2017).
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the governmental parties. But if we compared the absolutist Manichean atti-
tudes of governmental voters to all opposition voters combined, we would
see significantly higher levels of black-and-white thinking among Fidesz vot-
ers in Hungary (t = 2.6, df = 649, p = 0.012). In Poland, governmental sup-
porters showed higher levels of black-and-white Manichean thinking, but
this difference was not significant (see Figures 13.1 and 13.2).

(4) Low levels of pluralism in Poland. In Hungary, supporters of Fidesz were found
to be the least pluralist across the party supporter groups, and governmen-
tal voters were significantly less pluralist than opposition voters combined
(t = —3.8, df = 653, p < 0.001). In Poland, pluralist attitudes were not dis-
tinctive, and there was no significant difference found between supporters of
political parties, nor between voters of the government and the opposition
combined (see Figures 13.1 and 13.2).

(5) Higher support of elitism in Poland. In Hungary, governmental voters and oppo-
sition voters were similarly elitist—which here means support of the idea
of non-elected businessmen and experts running the country rather than
elected politicians. In Poland, however, supporters of the populist right-wing
governing party PiS were significantly less elitist than voters of the opposi-
tion (t = =3.6, df = 310, p = 0.000; see Figures 13.1 and 13.2). It could seem
surprising in the light of the fact that, as we saw earlier, PiS voters were more
supportive towards the political elites. At the same time, these results are not
necessarily logically incoherent, as supporters of the government can see
experts and businessmen as a challenge to the legitimacy of their beloved
elected leaders.

(6) Higher support of political violence in Poland. In Poland, voters of the govern-
mental Law and Justice Party were more supportive of the idea that “in
case it is necessary to achieve important goals, one must even turn to the
use of violence.” Nineteen percent of governmental voters were supportive
of this idea, compared to 11 percent of opposition voters (> = 4.8; df = 1;
p = 0.027). We found no such significant differences in Hungary.

To summarize: we found that voters for ruling populist parties in government
in Poland and Hungary did not necessarily show “typical” populist attitudes as
we would expect from the textbook definitions of populism. This is especially
the case in the two core features of populism: anti-elitism and people-centrism.
In Hungary, Fidesz voters are less people-centric than opposition voters—which
means they are less supportive towards the democratic idea that people should
always make the final decisions in politics. In both countries, supporters of the
populist governments were less anti-elitist than opposition voters. On the other
hand, some secondary features of populism are strongly visible among voters
of populist establishments. We found higher levels of black-and-white, morally
absolutist Manichean worldview and a stronger rejection of pluralism in Hungary,
and lower support for the idea that businessmen and experts have to run politics



250 Péter Kreko

in Poland. Furthermore, voters of PiS party in Poland were more supportive
towards violence than opposition voters. In short: the pattern we see in the atti-
tudes here do not fit into the minimalist definition of populism.

Conspiracy Theories Among Governmental Voters in Hungary

As considered earlier, populism and conspiracy theories are often interconnected,
both conceptually and empirically. Conceptually, populism is not separable from
conspiracy theories, as a conspiracy theory is a “populist theory of power” (Fen-
ster, 2008; Yablokov, 2015). Conspiracy theories are based on the assumption
that some elite groups have secret, malevolent plans against the ingroup (the
“people”). In terms of attitudes, strong links were found between populist atti-
tudes and partisanship and certain forms of conspiracy theories, including anti-
vaccination (Castanho Silva, Vegetti, & Littvay, 2017).

In another representative survey we conducted at the Political Capital Institute
in Hungary, we discovered a more nuanced picture (Krekd, Molnar, & Simono-
vits, 2019). Voters of Fidesz, the governing party that extensively used conspiracy
theories in its public communication in the last few years (e.g. Kreké & Enyedi,
2018), were more supportive towards theories of external intervention, such as
the conspiracy of the Western superpowers, the Jews, or the Muslims (Hungary
has practically no Muslim population). At the same time, we found stronger
support for different kinds of conspiracy theories among the opposition. Oppo-
sition voters had a stronger conspiracy mentality—an assumption that there is
some conspiracy behind world events. Also, they were more supportive of neutral
conspiracy theories (e.g. chemtrails, anti-pharma, anti-bank theories), and also,
obviously, of anti-governmental conspiracy theories.

We see a similar pattern here as with the anti-elite attitudes: voters of rul-
ing domestic populist establishments are less afraid of domestic threats and
conspiracies—but strongly suspicious about any form of foreign intervention
that they feel can threaten the stability of the system that their populist leaders
established. This finding, again clearly goes against the general simplification that
populist politics is inevitably anti-establishment.

Populism or Tribalism?

The empirical results listed earlier pose a challenge to the conventional concept of
and research on populism. The construct, “populism,” seems easy to capture as a
political reality on the “supply side,” as a political strategy, but difficult to grasp on
the “demand side,” as a social psychological reality (see also Bar-Tal & Magal, this
volume). Voters of populist parties in power do not necessarily exhibit classical
“populist attitudes” such as anti-elitism and people-centrism, in neither Central
and Eastern Europe nor in the Western Balkans (Todosijevic, 2018). Voters in this
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region show lower levels of anti-elite and anti-establishment attitudes and, at the
same time, do not necessarily show higher levels of people-centrism.

A revision of the measurement tools might help us in the revision of our
concepts as well. Based on our research, it appears that measuring attitudes with
populism scales make sense only if we re-combine and re-label them.

A factor analysis that I ran on the 17 items of all five of the populism scales for
the purpose of this chapter revealed a structure that differs from the conceptual
approach of populism introduced earlier. As we can see in Table 13.2, the first
factor in both the Polish and the Hungarian samples is an attitude dimension,
the core of which is the absolutist, moralizing Manichean worldview and under-
standing of politics as warfare. The item loading highest on this factor is: “you can
tell if a person is good or bad if you know their politics.” It is combined with a
strong rejection of pluralism, lower level of anti-establishment attitudes, and lower
people-centrism. This attitude dimension explains a significant ratio of the total
variance of all the 17 populism-related items we included in the research: 19 per-
cent in Hungary and 17 percent in Poland. Also, this absolutist, intolerant Mani-
chean and anti-pluralistic attitude set is positively associated to authoritarianism
(R2=.26,B=.51,t=17.5, p<0.001 in Hungary, R2 = .23, B = .48, t = 14.3,
p < 0.001 in in Poland), and slightly increases the likelihood of supporting violent
solutions (Exp(B) = 1.3; p = 0.012; Nagekerle R2 = .014 in Hungary; Exp(B) =
1.29; p = 0.029; Nagekerle R2 = .013 in Poland).

One might label this attitude dimension as political tribalism, as this attitude is
about understanding politics as a kind of religious warfare between good and evil
that justifies suppressing dissent, rallying around the leader of the own tribe, and
support for violent solutions. This attitude dimension was found the be significantly
stronger among governmental voters in Hungary (t = 4.5, df = 585, p < 0.001).

It is important to note that the scree plots in the factor analysis in both coun-
tries revealed a two-factor solution. The second attitude dimension we found
is almost the opposite of the previous one: a combination of higher levels of
people-centrism, pluralism, and some anti-elitist attitudes. The highest loading
item on this factor was: “Politicians should always listen closely to the problems of
the people.” We labelled this attitude dimension as plebeian pluralism, and this atti-
tude was associated with decreased support of political violence in both Hungary
(Exp(B) = 0.46, p < 0.001, Nagekerle R2 = .089) and Poland (Exp(B) = 0.47,
p <0.001, Nagekerle R2 = .093; see Table 13.2 for details). But, in the following,
we will elaborate on the concept of political tribalism.

The Nature of Political Tribalism and Its Specifics

As our research shows, supporters of populist parties in power can manifest atti-
tudes that can contradict the core concept of populism, in particular lacking
people-centrism and anti-establishment positions. Based on the findings laid out
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earlier, it appears that political tribalism as a term may be more suitable to explain
the political tendencies of supporters of ruling populist parties than populism.

Political tribalism is an understanding of politics that is all about righteous
power, the ultimate war between good and evil, where no compromise is pos-
sible other than defeating the other tribe. To be successful in this political war,
political rivals should be seen as enemies, leaders of the tribe should be uncon-
ditionally trusted, and dissent within the own political tribe must be suppressed.
This combination of morally binary black-and white thinking, anti-pluralism,
and authoritarianism makes populist rulers a dangerous threat against democratic
societies. This view of contemporary governmental populism is fundamentally
different from a traditional understanding, where populism was seen as an ulti-
mately democratic phenomenon (see for example, Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017).
This may be best illustrated by Canovan’s understanding (2002) of populism as
“the Ideology of Democracy.”

Advocates of the term populism can argue, however, that the “chameleonic”
nature of populism applies to populist attitudes as well. Anti-elitism and people-
centrism may manifest in supporters of populist parties in opposition who want
to obtain the power via mobilizing their voters against the incumbent elites,
referring to the will of the masses. This political ideology can rapidly change,
however, when populists acquire power, as now the electorate can pose a threat
to their position of power. Interestingly, a qualified form of anti-elitism can occur
in populist establishments as well, directed at foreign elites. While populists in
opposition are concerned with the national elite, populists in government often
channel discontent against international elites and their domestic allies. If the
anti-elitist opposition party becomes the elite itself, the voter base seems to easily
adapt to this new situation. We can remember that government voters in Poland
and Hungary see the national parliament as trustworthy but do not regard the
European Parliament the same way.

If voters of ruling “populist” parties manifest attitudes that redefine the
boundaries of the original term, some re-conceptualization could be useful. The
argument is not that we should abandon everything we know about populism.
Conceptually, the term effectively captures political mobilization and rhetorical
strategy in democratic societies that aim to take over the power—and then keep
it—justifying it as “the will of the people,” and points to the conspiracies of the
rival elites.

At the same time, populism is not a simple or singular psychological reality,
but rather an adaptable political strategy mimicking a democratic facade to attack
liberal democracies. When populism becomes a governmental force, it reveals its
real face, which is tribalism—Dboth as a political practice or, as we defined in this
chapter, an attitude set. In Table 13.3, we tried to summarize some differences
between the concepts of populism and tribalism.

The term “tribalism” as an extreme form of ingroup identification and inter-
group conflict is not my invention. Tribalism identified a dangerous, and ancient,
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TABLE 13.3 Differences between populism vs. tribalism.

Populism Tribalism
Relationship to democracy Democratic Autocratic, un-democratic
Relationship to the leader  People-centric, egalitarian Leader-centric, authoritarian
(the members of the group  (the leader defines the
defines the ingroup) ingroup: tribe)
Direction of conflicts Vertical (“people vs. elites”)  Horizontal (“us” vs. “them”)
Attitudes High people-centrism, low  High anti-pluralism,
anti-elitism absolutist black-and-white
(Manichean) thinking,
authoritarianism

form of political polarization recognized by several leading scholars (see for exam-
ple: Wind, 2020 or “pernicious polarization: McCoy, Rahman, & Somer, 2018).
It is more and more widely accepted that the distinction between ingroups and
outgroups, rivaling social identities, and tribal mindset and behavior have evolu-
tionary roots (Park & van Leeuwen, 2015; Greene, 2013; Hobfoll, 2018; Clark,
Liu, Winegard, & Ditto, 2019; Harari, 2014).

Populist rhetoric might be an important tool to unlock this ancient predisposi-
tion. As Forgas and Lantos (2020, p. 287; see also Forgas & Lantos, this volume)
put it in the previous volume of this series:

Evolutionary psychological research on the fundamental characteristics
of human cognition now confirms that humans are indeed highly predis-
posed to embrace fictitious symbolic belief systems as a means of enhancing
group cohesion and coordination. . . . Populism is designed to exploit these
tendencies.

Practical Implications: Consequences and
Cures of Political Tribalism

We argued here that the real danger that liberal democracies face these days is
more political tribalism, not just populism. This is a phenomenon that we can find
on both the left and right, among conservatives and self-identified “liberals” as
well (Clark et al., 2019). The consequences reach well beyond politics, totally
undermining positivist views that facts matter—or even exist. Motivated rejection
of scientific findings, due to their mismatch to our core ideological beliefs, was
found to be extremely widespread in the US population in a study a few years
ago (Lewandowsky & Oberauer, 2016). While this tendency was more present on
the right side of the political spectrum, the cognitive mechanisms underlying the
rejection of scientific facts were found to be universal and present on both sides
of politics.
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Some argue that tribal demands and absolutist, intolerant, and even violent
political ideologies are at least as popular on the left side of the political spectrum
as on the right (Haidt & Lukianoff, 2018). But if we look around in the Western
world now, we can see that the political right seems to have some advantage in
tribal politics based on the absolutization of political identities, even if it was
(pseudo-)liberal ideologies and movements that put group-based identity in the
center of politics in the democratic Western world (Fukuyama, 2018). The dan-
gers of tribalism are multifold, and not only in new and fragile democracies such
as Poland and Hungary. The nature of tribal politics is that it destroys moral and
democratic norms. Tribalism kills dialogue and puts monologues first—why talk
to the Dark Side? Moral universalism based on Enlightenment values and human-
ism disappears and gives way to moral relativism and particularism. It is not for
cynical, but rather for absolutist moral considerations: that everything is justified
to guarantee the survival and win of your tribe.

If these are the premises, the conclusions can be dire. Corruption can become
acceptable, or even a moral act (Blais, Gidengil, & Kilibarda, 2017; Anduiza,
Gallego, & Muiioz, 2013), as are the accumulation of resources in a tribal war.
This is illustrated by a statement of the consultant of the Hungarian government,
Andras Lanczi, who once claimed “what others call populism is the rationale
of politics of Fidesz,” arguing for creating a strong national bourgeoise (using
corrupt methods) via public money to be able to defeat the post-communist,
globalist elites. Also, norms towards democratic transgressions might be toler-
ated or even cheered if it helps our own group (Eisinger, 2000; McCoy et al.,
2018). As successful tribal wars need strong tribal myths, tribalism drives both the
creation and the spread of disinformation. Tribal partisanship and emotions can
make people highly receptive to misleading information and fake news (Faragd,
Kende, & Krekd, 2019; Forgas, 2019; Forgas & Baumeister, 2019). Also, tribalism
can justify violence (Hobfoll, 2018), as was also found in our empirical research
from Hungary and Poland.

This chapter argued for a reconsideration of the term populism in light of
the empirically demonstrable behavior of populist regimes in power. The data
show that tribalism is a more characteristic and universal feature of populist rule,
based on empirical research in a small set of countries. Obviously, more stud-
ies are needed on the exact relationship between populism and tribalism on the
level of psychological attitudes, when populists are both in government and in
opposition. Also, we need more work on the exact conceptualization and opera-
tionalization of tribalism. Once we recognize the highly dangerous and disruptive
nature of tribal politics for Western liberal democracies, more research is needed
on exactly how to counter this phenomenon effectively. Research so far sug-
gests that changing the elite discourse (McCoy et al., 2018), perspective taking
(Broockman & Kalla, 2016), removing political labels from positions and people
during discussions (Hawkins & Nosek, 2012, or making electoral systems more
proportional (McCoy et al., 2018; Gidron, Adams, & Horne, 2018) might be
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promising avenues. These are all strategies that are based on classical Enlighten-
ment values and a humanist and universalist (rather than tribalistic) social ori-
entation. Unfortunately, research focusing on interventions against populism/
tribalism 1is still rare, so social psychologists need to speed up their efforts to find
the cures. The future of our democracies is at stake.

Note

1. Associate Professor, Eotvos Lorand University of Sciences; Reagan-Fascell Fellow at
the National Endowment for Democracy
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