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Preface:  

How has America created so many citizens who are vulnerable to the demagoguery of fear? 
This is a greater concern than the potential rise to presidential nominee status of a 
demagogue.  Taking this issue a step further, the demagoguery of playing on fear is an issue 
of concern within all political debates; and goes beyond the politics of a single candidate. It 
is a formidable obstacle to a thoughtful discussion of issues. Extrapolating trends to the 
worst-case scenario, it can lead to a totalitarian, internally repressive, outwardly aggressive 
regime. 

After World War II, the psycho-political dynamics of authoritarianism received a great deal 
of attention from psychiatric and psychological professionals, including several who had 
escaped Nazi Germany. There observations were catalogued in research on the 
“authoritarian personality.” It’s timely to highlight their basic findings and apply them to 
the present status of vulnerable voters. Additionally, I will note relevant observations from 
historical anthropology and developmental psychology. 

1. Shared Human Instincts 

In Group/Out-group Survival Mechanism 

I call this an “instinct” because it is ubiquitous, resulting in the formations of cliques, even 
in the lowest elementary grades. Most likely it evolved during hundreds of thousands of 
years in which humans lived in small groups with survival dependent upon cohesiveness 
within group boundaries and defensive suspiciousness towards what was happening 
outside the boundaries of their group. Being open to outsiders most often involves 
remedial education. Empathy and openness toward groups is a moral behavior, frequently 
noted in religious teachings and storytelling. On the opposite end of the spectrum, strategic 
exacerbation of in-group/out-group proclivity is exploited by ISIS in raising children 
warriors, and historically was amplified by the Nazis and other totalitarian regimes that 
cultivated youth training cadres. 

Recognizing in-group/out-group behavioral proclivities as “hard-wired” into our psyches is 
important to help us understand: 1) that this is a proclivities shared in common, to be 
overcome; those who have not overcome this proclivity are not somehow of a different 
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type person than ourselves; and 2) remedial education, through developmental stages, is a 
necessity for the establishment of peaceful relationships between diverse groups. There is 
no neutral educational ground; the lack of remedial training leaves this atavistic instinct 
untrammeled. 

Fear Response 

Depending upon perceptual evaluation and resultant strategy, the instinctual response of 
“fear” may be transformed into responses of anger and fight; or, flight/psychological 
withdrawal. 

These two behaviors are opposite sides of the same “fear” stimulus-coin. They are 
interdependent responses, with withdrawal often leading to depression; conversely, anger 
can alleviate depression and mobilize the body toward assertive action. 

“Fear,” common to us all, is part of the human condition that we don’t outgrow; but finding 
constructive ways to deal with fear is a developmental task requiring nurturance from 
families and educational institutions. 

2. Rigid Polar Constructs Are Developed to Make Strategic Sense of Our 
Surroundings, Plus Provide Certainty; Alleviate Ambiguity, Fear and Anxiety 

We “see” the world through imaginative constructs, taking bits of observed information or 
verbal clues and fitting them to previously formed concepts or constructs. “Polar 
constructs” have an either/or, this/that structure, giving a built-in certainty to them, 
leaving out ambiguities. As a child, seeking to make sense of a complex world, such polar 
constructs are often rigid. A developmental cognitive task of growing up is to create flexible 
constructs, adaptable to new information. But it can evoke anxiety to give up the certainties 
of black or white, right or wrong; and admit to gray areas. When polar constructs are fused 
with in-group/out-group proclivities, blanket prejudices can easily be projected onto other 
groups. 

 

We all continue to use polar constructs and find them useful. They are a problem only when 
they become rigid; and, especially when they block empathy and create barriers between 
people. Problematic polar constructs also block openness to novelty or new information. 
Rigid polar constructs are often fostered within various types of dogmatisms, including; for 
example, fundamentalist subgroups of religions, ideological “right” and “wrong” views of 
many concerns in the adult world; for example, “free” versus “regulated” markets, human 
caused climate change versus naturally caused climate change, and “scientisms” that 
require quantifications before phenomena can be considered truly “real” or significant. 

3. Fear-based Child Discipline - "Spare the Rod/Spoil the Child" 

The most basic aspect of fear-based child discipline is the use of physical management; 
especially, when the punishment is frequently used to enforce obedience in order. 
Obedience and order are apt to be deemed as more important than independence and 
spontaneous self-expression. 
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Other aspects of developmental experience being roughly equal, this type of discipline 
leads to adults who place high valuation on order and obedience in their families, and their 
society and in their own child-rearing style. In this way, fear-based child discipline is apt to 
be passed on from generation to generation. Politically, such persons tend to be biased 
toward choosing leaders who advocate a strong societal order and punitive sanctions to 
enforce orderly standards. Pluralism and innovative change are apt to be viewed 
negatively, and traditional norms are apt to be given extra protection. 

 

4. Fear/Anger/Prejudice against Out-Groups is Propelled by the Fusion of In-Group, 
Out-Group Proclivities, Rigid Polar Constructs and Fear-based Child-Rearing.  

These dynamics play key role in amplifying sexism, tribalism, religious exclusivism, racism, 
and nationalism. 

5. A Shared Belief-Community Provides Common Mental Models, a Sense of Identity, 
Assurance and Certainty, but, Can Reinforce Rigid Polar Constructs that Gate Out 
Contrary Information 

The cognitive constructs we use for structuring complex information cues into concepts, if 
also invested with emotion, can be referred to as mental models.  

In political jargon, for example, the phrase “conservative values” might be perceived 
as a cue to a more extensive mental model that includes valorization of traditional 
gender identities, free markets, small government with limited regulatory functions 
and law and order that is backed up by a strongly punitive system. 

On the other hand, the phrase “liberal,” might be perceived as a cue to a more 
expansive mental model that includes support for increasing government revenues 
that would be invested in health, education and welfare, environmental protection 
and support for gender equality and ethnic diversity. 

Both of these contrasting mental models are legitimate ways of categorizing 
informational cues. But, if they are imbued with rigid Polar constructs, they can 
become obstacles to receiving new information. If additionally, they perceive that 
acknowledging the new information will &their identification with the reference 
group that is supporting the mental model, they may vehemently deny the 
information. Climate change denial in the face of scientific evidence, and even 
personal experience of weather extremities presents an example of how a mental 
model reinforced by identification with a reference group can become so rigid as to 
block perception of new information. 

 

6. Perceived Disadvantages in Relationship to Other Groups 

In-Group versus Out-Group animosities are intensified when the “other” group is perceived 
as having more advantageous opportunities or opportunities that diminish the 
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opportunities for one’s own group. Perceived economic inequality or competition; or, 
lesser privilege, are especially apt to create fear and anger toward the other group. To 
justify such fear or anger the other group is apt to be blamed and victimized for fictitious 
faults or threatening behaviors. 

Externalizing fears onto another group helps to relieve feelings of ambiguity and creates a 
target; thereby, relieving internal anxiety that is more difficult to name and contest. 

 

7. Rapid Changes Increase Anxiety, Intensifying All of the Aforementioned Defense 
Mechanisms That Are Designed to Alleviate Fear. 

We live in a time of rapid change, marked by the globalization of economics, environmental 
threats, expanding diverse populations, new technologies and geopolitical uncertainties. All 
of these factors are creating a changing landscape that undermines traditional coping 
strategies. Anxiety and fear are consequently intensified. To the extent that coping styles 
have been based on in-group versus out-group projections of blame to account for feelings 
of anxiety and fear, the impacts of rapid change intensify prejudice and bigotry. 

 

8. Opportunist, “Strong” Leaders Play on Fears and Anxieties, Blaming Scapegoat 
Groups; Such as the Poor, Wealthy, People of Color, Foreigners or Migrants 

A demagogue who can reinforce blaming other groups as a legitimate coping mechanism, 
helps such persons achieve certainty as to the cause of their anxiety and fear. Furthermore, 
if these persons have experienced an unmitigated fear-based training during their 
developmental years, they will have a proclivity to gravitate with obedience toward a self-
proclaimed strong leader who promises to restore order and fight against scapegoat 
groups. 

A personality configuration impacted by or some all of the 8 aspects noted above creates 
vulnerability to search for and embrace a leader who plays upon intensification of fears, 
animosity toward other groups and offers strong leadership to aggressively restore order 
and security in his followers lives. 

9. A Demagogue Is Crowned 

The campaign of Donald Trump manifests how a demagogue can attract followers who will 
offer their obedience in turn for the perceived security that comes with naming the cause of 
their problems as being other groups, and who will seek to use aggressive means to restore 
order. 

Having a demagogue as a national nominee for president is a danger. But more formidable 
is the present demonstration that conditions in the United States economy, governance 
policies and educational institutions have shaped a sizable subpopulation whose fears and 
fear-coping mechanisms make them vulnerable to demagoguery. 
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10. Dismantling Fearocracy 

If Pollsters are correct, Trump will not be elected president; and may not secure the 
Republican nomination. The more basic long-term challenge to America is to deal with the 
conditions that have shaped a constituency for demagoguery, fodder for many politicians 
who show a willingness to play upon fears and prejudices for their own opportunistic 
gains. 

This essay began by noting that we all share an instinctual foundation that includes in-
group versus out-group proclivities for animosity; and that we all have to develop coping 
styles for dealing with fear and anxiety that don’t undermine community. Mitigation of 
these problematic instincts involves child-rearing education, classrooms that are small 
enough for teachers to nurture empathy, inclusiveness and constructive ways to overcome 
fear and anxiety. Learning empathy, tolerance and openness to others who are different 
from oneself or reference group, are lessons that require active personal and group 
nurturing.  

Education in the humanities needs to be regarded as just as important as science and 
technology; the latter may create job skills but show no correlation with the development 
of empathy and inclusiveness. In fact, in subject matter where students are graded on a 
normal curve, gaining A’s on the basis of someone else getting F’s, zealous competitiveness 
rather than inclusiveness is embedded into the educational structure. 

Addendum 

Upon completing this brief essay, my attention was called to a longer essay which provides 
an insightful description of the rise of the constituency that is being harvested by Donald 
Trump. The Rise of American Authoritarianism by Amanda Taub. My only important 
disagreement with the essay is that the author and her referenced colleagues reify these 
vulnerable people as “authoritarians,” rather than people who have scored relatively high 
on a potent “authoritarian” survey scale that consists of items noting their beliefs about 
child rearing. 

 

http://www.vox.com/2016/3/1/11127424/trump-authoritarianism

