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Abstract

In recent years, two phenomena have put Europe’s liberal democracies under strain: populism and polarization. The rise of
populist parties, the increasing radicalization of publics and political discourse, as well as the expansion of hyperpartisan
media have caused concern among observers and citizens alike. While lively academic discussions have revolved around the
causes of these phenomena, research regarding their real-world consequences has been sparse. This thematic issue wants
to address this gap in the literature and contribute to developing strategies for mitigating potential threats populism and
polarization may pose to liberal democracies. To this end, it examines how populism and polarization affect citizens across
Europe. It links research on audiences of hyperpartisan media with work on elite-induced polarization, populist concep-
tions of democracy, election results and support for the democratic system, and policy-making by populist governments.
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In recent years, European liberal democracies have in-
creasingly come under strain. In particular, the rise of
populist and sometimes radical parties, increasing polit-
ical polarization and radicalization of publics and polit-
ical discourse, and the expansion of alternative, hyper-
partisan news media fostering antagonism and propa-
gating ideas incompatible with liberal democracy have
been cause for concern. With countries such as Poland
and Hungary already exhibiting manifest democratic re-
cessions (Lihrmann, Grahn, Morgan, Pillai, & Lindberg,
2019; Lihrmann et al., 2018), scientific and public dis-
course alike have mainly revolved around two wor-
rying phenomena that may endanger the stability of
democracy: populism and polarization (see Inglehart &
Norris, 2017).

Across Europe, predominantly right-wing populist
parties have not only entered national and regional

parliaments but also begun exercising executive power
in various governments, often dominating the political
discourse in their respective countries (Mudde, 2016;
Rooduijn, 2015). With radical-right and, to a lesser ex-
tent, radical-left populist parties advocating extreme
policy positions and, at the same time, nourishing dis-
trust toward traditional parties and media, both par-
ties and voters have become increasingly polarized, and
divisions between political camps appear to be grow-
ing deeper (Galston, 2018; lyengar & Westwood, 2015).
These trends seem to be fueled, in part, by digital com-
munication: Populist actors use online media very effi-
ciently to spread their messages (Engesser, Ernst, Esser,
& Biichel, 2017; Gerbaudo, 2017; Stier, Posch, Bleier, &
Strohmaier, 2017), and (hyper-)partisan media reinforce
populist, radical, and anti-democratic ideas through rep-
etition across various online networks and social media
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platforms (Prior, 2013; Starbird, 2017). These develop-
ments beg the question, how are these changes affect-
ing societies and the liberal democratic order? In partic-
ular, are populism and polarization serious threats to lib-
eral democracy?

Populism, on the one hand, can be defined as:

An ideology that considers society to be ultimately
separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic
groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite,
and which argues that politics should be an expres-
sion of the volonté générale (general will) of the peo-
ple. (Mudde, 2004, p. 543)

Thus, in itself, it may not necessarily be seen as a threat
to democracy (Canovan, 1999). However, populist par-
ties typically adopt either a radical-right or radical-left
host ideology, criticizing liberal democratic procedures
and furthering the political polarization of both the party
system and the public. Even more importantly, by styliz-
ing ‘the people’ as a homogeneous group, populism not
only rejects the idea of counter-majoritarian institutions,
such as minority rights, but is in itself inherently anti-
pluralistic, challenging the very core of liberal democracy
(Galston, 2018; Miiller, 2016; Pappas, 2019).

Polarization, on the other hand, is defined as either
the state or the process of opinions being or becoming
more opposed (DiMaggio, Evans, & Bryson, 1996, p. 693).
Given this definition, polarization might not necessarily
be seen as a threat to democracy. After all, a plurality of
political views is one of the hallmarks of liberal democ-
racy (cf. Dahl, 1989). However, if polarization becomes
too extreme, it is likely to result in social and political
conflict, making political compromise, let alone consen-
sus, almost impossible, thereby hindering the smooth
functioning of the democratic political system (DiMaggio
et al., 1996; Hetherington & Rudolph, 2015; lyengar,
Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhotra, & Westwood, 2019). Both
populism and polarization can thus be considered seri-
ous threats to the liberal democratic order established
in Europe after World War Il.

From a normative liberal democratic point of view,
then, the electoral success of (right-wing) populist par-
ties critical of liberal democracy, and the political divi-
sion and radicalization of elites and publics are clearly
undesirable and alarming. Yet, while lively academic
discussions as well as public debates have revolved
around the causes of these phenomena (see, e.g., Doyle,
2011; Ivarsflaten, 2008; Lubbers, Gijsberts, & Scheepers,
2002; March & Rommerskirchen, 2014; Rooduijn, 2018;
Van Hauwaert & van Kessel, 2018; Visser, Lubbers,
Kraaykamp, & Jaspers, 2014), research regarding their
real-world consequences has been sparse. This thematic
issue addresses these potential threats by examining
how populism and polarization affect citizens across
Europe. Ordinary citizens and their attitudes toward
the political system are central ingredients of a sta-
ble and well-functioning democracy (e.g., Easton, 1965;

Hetherington, 1998). As long as citizens’ support for the
present political system—Iliberal democracy—remains
high even in light of increasing populism and polariza-
tion, we have reason to be optimistic about the future:
Populist and radical parties should not be able to disman-
tle democracy easily against the will of the public. The
contributions in this thematic issue therefore focus on
how ordinary citizens react to populism and polarization
and aim to identify the conditions under which populism
and polarization exert their least detrimental effects on
citizens’ attitudes.

To this end, Schulze (2020) focuses on the role of on-
line news media as drivers of radical-right populist atti-
tudes and explores the characteristics of the audiences
of right-wing alternative online media, also referred to
as hyperpartisan media. Drawing on the 2019 Reuters
Digital News Survey, Schulze presents a cross-national
analysis of right-wing alternative media use in Northern
and Central Europe. The analysis shows that political in-
terest and a critical stance toward immigration, accom-
panied by a skeptical assessment of news quality, in gen-
eral, and distrust—especially in public service broadcast-
ing media—as well as the use of social media as a primary
news source, function as the strongest predictors of al-
ternative online news consumption. Her findings suggest
that right-wing alternative online media should not be
dismissed as a peripheral phenomenon, but rather must
be considered as relevant multipliers and distributors
of populist narratives with high mobilizing and polariz-
ing potential.

Berntzen (2020) adds to the theme of this thematic
issue by studying the effects of political and norma-
tive conflicts initiated by populist radical-right parties.
More precisely, he investigates whether and to what ex-
tent voters are affected by attacks of populist radical-
right parties on their political opponents. To differenti-
ate between authoritarian and non-authoritarian voters,
the four-item child rearing values index measure of au-
thoritarian predispositions is employed. Using a survey-
based experimental design that relies on data from the
Norwegian Citizen Panel, Berntzen shows that authori-
tarian and non-authoritarian voters simultaneously re-
spond to high-intensity political conflict. From the analy-
ses, he concludes that conflict initiated by populist
radical-right parties functions as a driver of personality-
based, affective sorting of citizens and thus contributes
to polarization.

Making a novel contribution to the burgeoning re-
search on how the continuous success of populist par-
ties affects public notions of democracy, Heinisch and
Wegscheider (2020) deal with the tension between pop-
ulism and democracy. Drawing on survey data from
Austria and Germany, they provide an empirical analy-
sis of how different types of populist attitudes and four
types of democratic decision-making interact. Taking into
account that populism is often attached to a radical-
right or radical-left host ideology, their findings show
that populism and radical host ideologies tap into dif-
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ferent dimensions of democracy. Populist attitudes are
associated with negative views toward representative
democracy and pluralism, while support for majority rule
and deliberative procedures are shaped by the radical-
right and radical-left host ideologies. Interestingly, and
perhaps somewhat surprising, populists favor decision-
making based on the general will of the people (anti-
pluralism), while at the same time are not very attracted
to strict majority rule and restriction of minority rights
(which, on the other hand, are attractive to people with
nativist and authoritarian attitudes).

Turning to the effects of the rise of populist parties
on citizen attitudes, Mauk (2020) analyzes how the elec-
toral success of populist parties affects European citizens’
trust in core democratic institutions. Diverging from the
individual-level literature, which shows a negative rela-
tionship between populist party support and political
trust, she suggests that macro-level populist party suc-
cess may increase political trust among the general pub-
lic. She further proposes, as well as demonstrates empir-
ically for 23 European democracies, that this corrective-
force effect is particularly pronounced in democracies
that do actually lend themselves to populist criticism:
The electoral success of populist parties only leads to
increased citizen trust in countries with deficient demo-
cratic quality, weak corruption control, and meagre eco-
nomic performance. In countries with high democratic
quality, effective corruption control, and high economic
performance, in contrast, populist party success has no
substantive effect on political trust.

Building on the well-established finding that citizens
who voted for the winning camp express higher satisfac-
tion with democracy than those who voted for the losing
camp, Nemcok (2020) examines how big of a boost in sat-
isfaction with democracy election winners experience,
and whether the size of this boost is conditional on party
characteristics. Utilizing 17 surveys from 13 European
countries in which an election resulted in a change in gov-
ernment, Nemcok shows that differences in party vote
shares and voters’ feelings of closeness to a party have
only negligible effects on the boost experienced by elec-
tion winners. However, his results also demonstrate that
voters who feel close to a particular party are gener-
ally more satisfied with democracy than those without
a party affiliation, regardless of whether their party won
the election or not. This latter finding relates to Mauk’s
contribution in that it points to the observation that citi-
zens seeing their preferences as represented within the
political system can increase their support for the demo-
cratic system. Both studies promote the idea that per-
ceived or actual representation of citizens’ preferences
can help reconcile them with democracy, and thereby
indicate a potential avenue for (re-)integrating populist
and radical citizens into the political system.

Concluding the thematic issue, Bartha, Boda, and
Szikra (2020) take a look at populists in government. An
increasing number of studies have set out to investigate
the policy effects of governments that include populist

parties. In their article, “When Populist Leaders Govern:
Conceptualising Populism in Policy Making,” they pro-
vide an analysis of policy-making by the first populist
radical-right majority government in Europe—the Fidesz
government in Hungary. The authors construct an ideal
type of populist policy-making and use congruence ana-
lysis to investigate to what extent social policy in post-
2010 Hungary (2010-2018) conforms with the ideal type.
Focusing on policy content, process, and discourse, they
find a strong degree of congruence between the policy-
making patterns of the Orban government and the ideal
type of populist policy-making.

Overall, the contributions paint a multifaceted pic-
ture of how populism and polarization affect European
liberal democracies. On the one hand, fueled by digital
media, European societies are in danger of becoming in-
creasingly populist and polarized, and this development
is accompanied by attitudes and conceptions challenging
to liberal democracies. On the other hand, the represen-
tation of populist parties within the political system can
help mitigate citizens’ disenchantment with the liberal
democratic system. In the end, populism and polariza-
tion come with numerous detrimental by-products: the
brutalization of political debate, the spread of disinfor-
mation, and, not least, an increased propensity to vio-
lence against ‘the other,” which are only the most obvi-
ous problems. More fundamental changes in citizen per-
ceptions of and attitudes toward liberal democracy may
additionally lead to a turning away from the hard-earned
achievements of modern democracies: minority rights,
rule of law, and separation of powers.
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