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Abstract:  

This review article provides a comprehensive analysis of the phenomenon of populism in 

contemporary politics, examining its origins, manifestations, and impact on democratic 

institutions globally. Populism has emerged as a significant force in recent years, reshaping 

political landscapes and challenging established norms. This review synthesizes existing 

literature, offering insights into the defining characteristics of populist movements, the factors 

contributing to their rise, and the consequences for democratic governance. The surge of 

populism in contemporary politics has undeniably become a focal point of scholarly 

examination, and this review article provides a comprehensive analysis of this phenomenon. 

Populism, as observed in recent years, has evolved into a potent force that reshapes political 

landscapes and questions established norms, leaving a lasting impact on democratic institutions 

worldwide. 

Furthermore, the analysis scrutinizes the factors contributing to the rise of populism. Economic 

inequality, social discontent, and a perceived loss of cultural identity emerge as significant 

drivers, fostering an environment conducive to the flourishing of populist sentiments. The review 

not only identifies these factors but also evaluates their interplay and dynamic relationships, 

offering a holistic perspective on the complex web of influences. 

In sum, this review article provides a thorough and insightful analysis of populism in 

contemporary politics, contributing valuable insights into its origins, manifestations, and 

profound implications for democratic institutions globally 
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Introduction:  

The introduction provides an overview of the rise of populism in contemporary politics, 

highlighting its prevalence across diverse regions and ideological spectrums. The section sets the 

stage for the review by emphasizing the need to understand the driving forces and implications 

of this political trend. Populism, as a political phenomenon, has become a defining feature of 

contemporary politics, transcending geographical and ideological boundaries. Over the past 



 

Journal of Interdisciplinary and Multidisciplinary Research (JIMR) 
E-ISSN:1936-6264| Impact Factor: 8.886| 
Vol. 19 Issue 01, January- 2024 
Available online at: https://www.jimrjournal.com/ 

 (An open access scholarly, peer-reviewed, interdisciplinary, monthly, and fully refereed journal.) 
 

 

 
Journal of Interdisciplinary and Multidisciplinary Research 

      Email:- researchjimr@gmail.com, https://www.jimrjournal.com/ 
  (An open access scholarly, peer-reviewed, interdisciplinary, monthly, and fully refereed journal.) 

 

183 

decades, the rise of populist leaders and movements has challenged established political norms, 

shaken the foundations of traditional political parties, and redefined the dynamics of democratic 

governance. This review article seeks to explore the multifaceted nature of populism, examining 

its roots, characteristics, and implications for democratic institutions on a global scale. 

The resurgence of populism is often attributed to a complex interplay of historical, economic, 

and socio-cultural factors. Economic inequalities, cultural anxieties, and a sense of 

disenfranchisement have provided fertile ground for populist leaders to mobilize support by 

tapping into the grievances of a disillusioned electorate. By understanding the historical 

antecedents and social contexts that give rise to populism, we can gain valuable insights into the 

driving forces behind this political trend. 

Central to the examination of populism is an exploration of its defining characteristics. Populist 

movements typically feature charismatic leaders who position themselves as champions of the 

"common people" against an alleged corrupt and out-of-touch elite. Anti-establishment rhetoric, 

often coupled with nationalist or anti-globalization sentiments, becomes a powerful tool in the 

populist arsenal. Unpacking these characteristics is crucial for distinguishing between populist 

movements and other political ideologies, as well as for recognizing the various forms populism 

can take. 

The impact of populism on democratic institutions is a critical concern that necessitates thorough 

investigation. Populist leaders, while often riding the wave of popular support, may pose 

challenges to the fundamental principles of democracy, such as the rule of law, separation of 

powers, and protection of minority rights. Understanding the complex relationship between 

populism and democratic governance is essential for assessing the long-term implications for 

political stability and the rule of law. 

Moreover, this review acknowledges the role of the media in the rise and sustenance of populist 

movements. The symbiotic relationship between populist leaders and the media, characterized by 

sensationalism and a focus on personalities over policies, has reshaped political communication 

and public discourse. Examining this relationship provides insights into how populist messages 

are disseminated and how they resonate with different segments of the population. 

As we embark on this comprehensive exploration of populism in contemporary politics, it is 

crucial to recognize the diversity of this phenomenon across different regions and political 

contexts. Through a nuanced analysis of global case studies, we aim to uncover the 

commonalities and distinctions that characterize populist movements worldwide. 

In the face of the challenges posed by populism, this review also considers potential strategies 

and responses that can be employed to address the root causes and mitigate the destabilizing 
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effects on democratic institutions. By critically examining populism from various angles, this 

article aspires to contribute to a deeper understanding of a political force that continues to shape 

the trajectory of politics in the 21st century. 

 

The Roots of Populism:  

This section delves into the historical and socio-economic roots of populism. By exploring the 

factors that contribute to the rise of populist leaders and movements, such as economic 

inequality, cultural grievances, and dissatisfaction with established political elites, the review 

aims to uncover the underlying causes of this political phenomenon. Populism is not a one-size-

fits-all phenomenon, and its roots can manifest differently depending on the unique 

circumstances of each society. 

Populism, as a political phenomenon, has deep and intricate roots that span historical, economic, 

and socio-cultural dimensions. This section of the review article delves into the multifaceted 

nature of these roots, aiming to unravel the complex factors that contribute to the rise of populist 

leaders and movements in contemporary politics. 

Historically, populism finds its origins in the grievances of marginalized and discontented 

segments of society. The roots of populism can be traced back to various historical movements 

that championed the cause of the common people against perceived elites. In different societies 

and eras, populist movements have emerged as responses to economic hardships, social 

inequalities, and political disenfranchisement. By understanding these historical antecedents, we 

gain insights into the enduring appeal of populist narratives that position the leader as the 

champion of the "common man" against entrenched power structures. 

Economic inequality stands out as a pivotal factor contributing to the rise of populism. As 

societies grapple with disparities in wealth distribution, populist leaders often capitalize on the 

discontent of those who feel left behind by globalization and technological advancements. The 

review critically examines how economic shifts, such as the erosion of traditional industries and 

the rise of the gig economy, contribute to a sense of economic insecurity. Populist leaders 

skillfully tap into these anxieties, promising to address the economic grievances of the masses 

and restore a perceived balance. 

Cultural grievances also play a significant role in shaping the roots of populism. The review 

explores how changes in cultural dynamics, including shifts in demographics, values, and social 

norms, can create a sense of identity crisis among certain segments of the population. Populist 

leaders often exploit these cultural anxieties, framing themselves as defenders of traditional 
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values and national identity. The examination of these cultural dimensions helps unravel the 

intricate interplay between populism and societal changes, shedding light on why populist 

movements resonate differently in various cultural contexts. 

Dissatisfaction with established political elites emerges as another key dimension in 

understanding the roots of populism. The review critically assesses how a perceived disconnect 

between the political elite and the broader populace creates fertile ground for populist 

sentiments. Populist leaders position themselves as outsiders challenging a corrupt and self-

serving political establishment, resonating with those who feel alienated from traditional political 

structures. By scrutinizing this dissatisfaction, the article explores the ways in which populist 

leaders harness anti-establishment rhetoric to mobilize support. 

It is essential to recognize that the roots of populism are not uniform across different societies; 

rather, they manifest differently based on unique historical, economic, and socio-cultural 

circumstances. The review emphasizes the importance of contextual analysis when examining 

populist movements, acknowledging that the triggers and drivers of populism can vary 

significantly. This contextual understanding is crucial for devising effective strategies to address 

the root causes of populism and engage with the diverse concerns of different societies. 

Characteristics of Populist Movements: 

Populist movements share common features that distinguish them from conventional political 

movements. Understanding these characteristics is crucial for identifying and analyzing the rise 

of populism in diverse political landscapes. Populist rhetoric tends to simplify complex issues, 

employing emotional appeals and framing them in terms of a struggle between the "virtuous 

common people" and a perceived corrupt or out-of-touch elite. Additionally, populism tends to 

be fueled by a sense of crisis, whether real or perceived, providing a fertile ground for the 

emergence of populist sentiments and movements. 

Charismatic Leadership: 

Populist movements often revolve around charismatic leaders who connect with the public 

through compelling communication styles, resonating with the grievances and aspirations of the 

masses. They  claim to represent the "voice of the people" against established elites 

Anti-Establishment Rhetoric: 

A key hallmark of populism is its anti-establishment rhetoric. Populist leaders position 

themselves as outsiders challenging the existing political elites, portraying them as corrupt, 

detached, or ineffective. 
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Appeal to the "Common People": 

Populists create a narrative that emphasizes representing the "common people" against a 

perceived elite class. This appeal is designed to forge a direct connection between the leader and 

the grassroots, bypassing traditional political structures. 

Nationalist or Anti-Globalization Sentiments: 

Many populist movements emphasize nationalist or anti-globalization sentiments, opposing 

international agreements, trade alliances, or perceived external threats to national identity. 

Simplistic Policy Proposals: 

Populist platforms often feature straightforward and emotionally resonant policy proposals. 

These proposals may lack detailed plans but are framed in a way that resonates with the 

grievances of the public. 

Polarization and Us-vs-Them Mentality: 

Populist leaders tend to polarize political discourse, framing issues in terms of a stark division 

between "us" (the common people) and "them" (the corrupt elite or other perceived enemies). 

Case Studies from Different Regions and Political Contexts: 

Europe: Rise of Right-Wing Populism: 

Case studies from countries like Hungary, Poland, and Italy provide insights into the rise of 

right-wing populism. Leaders such as Viktor Orbán and Matteo Salvini have capitalized on anti-

immigrant sentiments and Euroscepticism. 

Latin America: Left-Wing Populism in Venezuela: 

The case of Venezuela, under leaders like Hugo Chávez and Nicolás Maduro, exemplifies left-

wing populism. Economic populism, anti-imperialist rhetoric, and centralization of power 

characterize this political context. 

United States: Trump and the Populist Wave: 

The election of Donald Trump in the United States showcased a populist wave. Trump's anti-

establishment rhetoric, emphasis on nationalism, and focus on economic protectionism resonated 

with a significant portion of the electorate. 

Africa: Populist Trends in South Africa: 
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South Africa provides a case study of populist elements within the political landscape. Issues of 

economic inequality, corruption, and appeals to national pride have played a role in shaping 

populist discourse. 

Middle East: Populism and Authoritarianism: 

Populist elements are also observable in the Middle East, where leaders like Recep Tayyip 

Erdoğan in Turkey have combined populist rhetoric with increasingly authoritarian governance. 

These case studies underscore the diverse manifestations of populism globally. While the 

specifics may vary, the common characteristics of charismatic leadership, anti-establishment 

rhetoric, and appeals to the "common people" remain central in understanding the dynamics of 

populist movements across different regions and political contexts. 

Asia: Populism in India: 

Populism has found fertile ground in the complex and diverse socio-political landscape of India. 

The roots of populism in India are deeply embedded in historical, economic, and socio-cultural 

factors that have shaped the country's political trajectory. populism in the Indian context is a 

complex and multifaceted phenomenon shaped by historical legacies, economic disparities, 

cultural diversity, and dissatisfaction with established political structures. Recognizing these 

dynamics is crucial for understanding the appeal of populist leaders, the issues that resonate with 

the electorate, and the challenges posed to democratic governance.Moreover, the federal 

structure of Indian governance adds another layer to populism. Populist leaders at the state level 

often position themselves against the central government, emphasizing regional issues and 

autonomy. This regional variation in populist narratives reflects the diverse challenges and 

aspirations across different states. 

One of the earliest instances of populism in post-independence India was the Jayaprakash 

Narayan (JP) Movement. JP mobilized a diverse coalition against the perceived authoritarianism 

and corruption of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi's government.The movement gained widespread 

support by framing itself as a crusade for democratic values and against the concentration of 

power. This populist wave culminated in the imposition of Emergency in 1975 and the 

subsequent electoral defeat of the ruling party in 1977. 

Recent farmer protests in India highlight economic grievances as a driving force of populism. 

Farmers, primarily from Punjab and Haryana, have been protesting against agricultural reforms, 

viewing them as a threat to their livelihoods.Populist leaders, both at the regional and national 

levels, have capitalized on these economic anxieties, presenting themselves as defenders of 
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farmers' rights. This movement underscores how economic issues can become focal points for 

populist mobilization. 

The Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) emerged in the aftermath of anti-corruption movements, 

positioning itself as a new political force against established parties. AAP's leader, Arvind 

Kejriwal, portrayed the party as an alternative to the traditional political elite.By adopting an 

anti-establishment stance, AAP successfully appealed to the frustration with corruption and 

inefficiency in governance, winning the Delhi Legislative Assembly elections and forming the 

state government. 

India has witnessed the rise of populist leaders like Narendra Modi, who combine nationalist 

narratives with promises of economic development. Understanding the role of identity politics 

and communication strategies is essential in this context. Moreover, he has effectively utilized 

social media to connect directly with the masses, bypassing traditional media channels. His 

online presence, characterized by frequent use of platforms like Twitter and Facebook, enables 

him to shape populist narratives and maintain direct communication with the electorate. 

Populism, while often tapping into legitimate grievances and concerns, is fraught with significant 

drawbacks that can undermine the fabric of democratic governance. One major drawback lies in 

its oversimplified rhetoric, which tends to present complex issues in binary terms, dividing 

society into 'us versus them.' This simplistic worldview not only stifles nuanced policy 

discussions but also fosters an environment where scapegoating and polarization thrive.   

Another drawback of populism is its propensity to prioritize short-term gains over long-term, 

sustainable solutions. Populist leaders, eager to appease their base, may resort to populist policies 

that provide immediate gratification but lack foresight or feasibility, potentially jeopardizing 

economic stability and social cohesion in the long run. 

Furthermore, populism often manifests as a challenge to established institutions and norms. 

Populist leaders, claiming to represent the 'will of the people,' may undermine the checks and 

balances crucial for a functioning democracy, eroding the rule of law and the independence of 

institutions. 

Identity politics, frequently employed by populist movements, can exacerbate social divisions, 

fostering an 'us versus them' mentality based on ethnicity, religion, or other markers. This 

exacerbation of societal fractures can lead to heightened tensions and hinder inclusive 

policymaking. 

In conclusion, the drawbacks of populism encompass oversimplified narratives, short-term 

policy focus, erosion of institutions, and the potential for divisive identity politics. Recognizing 
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and addressing these drawbacks is crucial for safeguarding the resilience and effectiveness of 

democratic systems in the face of populist challenges. The review also highlights the challenges 

posed by populism to democratic governance, including the erosion of institutional norms and 

the manipulation of identity politics. As democracies grapple with the enduring appeal of 

populist movements globally, this review serves as a valuable resource for policymakers, 

scholars, and citizens alike, emphasizing the imperative of context-specific analyses to address 

the root causes and implications of populism in the contemporary political landscape. 
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