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1

1
A Crisis of Democracy?

there is a palpable sense of crisis in Western democracies. The rise of 
right-wing populist parties in several parts of Europe, the erosion of constitu-
tional checks and balances in Hungary and Poland, the 2016 Brexit vote in the 
United Kingdom, the election of Donald Trump as US president, and the 
antidemocratic turn of the Republican Party under his leadership have all 
stirred significant alarm regarding the present state of democracy and pros-
pects for its future.

Political leaders and would-be leaders have not hesitated to stoke percep-
tions of crisis in pursuit of their own ends. The then-vice-president of France’s 
right-wing National Front greeted Trump’s election with a triumphal tweet: 
“Their world is collapsing. Ours is being built.” Even more ominously, Hungar-
ian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán declared that “the era of liberal democracy 
is over.”1

The notion that democracy is in crisis provides a compelling hook for much 
recent political writing. In the opening pages of his book Fractured Continent: 
Europe’s Crises and the Fate of the West, a former chief European correspondent 
of the Washington Post warned, “Just a quarter century after the liberal inter-
national order of open markets, free speech, and democratic elections had 
triumphed over the forces of communism, the Western democracies now 
seem in danger of collapsing, as a backlash against globalization arouses angry 
opponents of immigration, free trade, and cultural tolerance.”2

1. Josh Lowe, Owen Matthews, and Matt McAllester, “Why Europe’s Populist Revolt Is 
Spreading,” Newsweek, 23 November 2016. Marc Santora and Helene Bienvenu, “Secure in Hun-
gary, Orban Readies for Battle with Brussels,” New York Times, 11 May 2018.

2. Drozdiak (2017: xii).
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Some academic observers have echoed this apocalyptic tone. One’s 
attention-getting book began,

There are long decades in which history seems to slow to a crawl. Elections 
are won and lost, laws adopted and repealed, new stars born and legends 
carried to their graves. But for all the ordinary business of time passing, the 
lodestars of culture, society, and politics remain the same.

Then there are those short years in which everything changes all at once. 
Political newcomers storm the stage. Voters clamor for policies that were 
unthinkable until yesterday. Social tensions that had long simmered under 
the surface erupt into terrifying explosions. A system of government that 
had seemed immutable looks as though it might come apart.

This is the kind of moment in which we now find ourselves.3

One of the world’s most eminent scholars of comparative politics began his 
book Crises of Democracy with less purple prose, but many of the same empiri-
cal premises. “Something is happening,” he wrote. “ ‘Anti-establishment,’ ‘anti-
system,’ ‘anti-elite,’ ‘populist’ sentiments are exploding in many mature democ-
racies. . . . ​Confidence in politicians, parties, parliaments, and governments is 
falling. Even the support for democracy as a system of government has 
weakened.”4

All of this does sound portentous. But, at least insofar as the attitudes and 
preferences of ordinary Europeans are concerned, virtually none of it is true. 
On the whole, Europeans were just as satisfied with the working of democracy 
in 2019 as they had been 15 years earlier. Trust in national parliaments and 
politicians remained virtually unchanged. They were just as enthusiastic as 
they had been about the project of European integration. While “angry op-
ponents of immigration” dominated the headlines, most Europeans’ attitudes 
toward immigrants and immigration were becoming significantly warmer, not 
more hostile. In these and other respects, the conventional wisdom about a 
“crisis of democracy” in contemporary Europe is strikingly at odds with evi-
dence from public opinion surveys.

One aim of this book is to document the gulf between the alarming portrait 
of democracy in crisis and the more prosaic reality of contemporary European 
public opinion. The point of this debunking is not to suggest that all is well 
with European democracy—though, for what it is worth, I do think the “dan-

3. Mounk (2018: 1).
4. Przeworski (2019: 1).
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ger of collapsing” is greatly overblown. The deeper issue here is that the focus 
on public opinion as a barometer of democratic functioning is itself funda-
mentally misguided.

The “folk theory” of democracy, as Christopher Achen and I have called it, 
exalts “government of the people, by the people, for the people,” in Abraham 
Lincoln’s famous formulation. Even when citizens’ preferences do not directly 
determine policy, they are, somehow, supposed to be the primary force animat-
ing democratic politics. The myth of rule by the people implies that bad atti-
tudes, rash choices, or insufficient diligence in fulfilling the obligations of citi-
zenship must constitute a crisis of democracy. And conversely, if democracy 
falters, its erosion or breakdown must somehow be traceable to faults of public 
opinion. Regardless of whether the reasoning goes forward, from vagaries of 
public opinion to their presumed consequences, or backward, from failures of 
democratic institutions to their presumed causes, the logical glue connecting 
public opinion and crises of democracy is supplied by the “folk theory.”5

The alternative view propounded here might be termed an elitist account 
of democratic crisis. “Elitist” has become a scornful term in modern discourse, 
especially in the context of discussions of democracy.6 My aim in employing 
it here is not to wade into complex normative debates regarding the appropri-
ate roles of leaders and citizens in democratic politics. It is simply to under-
score the remarkable disconnection of ordinary public opinion from the de-
velopments that are commonly taken as indicative of a “crisis of democracy” 
in contemporary Europe, and the crucial role of political leadership in preserving 
or dismantling democratic institutions and procedures.

At first glance, it may seem preposterous to suggest that ordinary citizens 
are bit players in Europe’s political troubles. However, the notion has a good 

5. Achen and Bartels (2016). The “folk theory” undergirds a good deal of scholarly writing 
as well as popular thinking about democracy. For example, one of the most influential scholars 
of contemporary democracy, James Stimson (2015: xix), described shifts in public opinion as 
“the most important factor in American politics” and “the drive wheel” of policy change; “the 
public governs,” he wrote, “much more than most realize.”

6. See, for example, the 1966 exchange in the American Political Science Review between Jack 
Walker and Robert Dahl regarding “the elitist theory of democracy.” In a letter to the editor, 
Walker (1966: 391) wrote, “After reading Professor Dahl’s rejoinder, I am convinced that it was 
a mistake to use the label ‘The Elitist Theory of Democracy’. . . . ​The word ‘elitist’ apparently 
carries, at least in Dahl’s view, some objectionable anti-democratic connotations.” Despite 
Walker’s misgivings, a Google search for the exact phrase “elitist theory of democracy” returns 
more than 10,000 results.
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deal of both tacit and explicit support in scholarship on breakdowns of democ-
racy. One of the most striking, but little-remarked-upon, features of Steven 
Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt’s scholarly best-seller, How Democracies Die, is the 
scant attention the authors felt compelled to devote to public opinion. “Insti-
tutional guardrails,” “unwritten rules,” “fateful alliances”—these are the con-
straints and choices facing political leaders, not their followers. The same 
might be said of much scholarship on democratic instability over the preced-
ing 40 years. One scholar who did pay unusually close attention to the role of 
“ordinary people” in more than a dozen full-blown breakdowns of democracy 
in 20th-century Europe and Latin America, Nancy Bermeo, concluded that 
“in the vast majority of our cases, voters did not choose dictatorship at the 
ballot box,” and that “the culpability for democracy’s demise lay overwhelm-
ingly with political elites.”7

A key implication of the evidence presented in this book is that the culpa-
bility for Europe’s current political troubles likewise lies overwhelmingly with 
political elites rather than ordinary citizens. That is not to say that public opin-
ion is necessarily wise or highly principled. We will see plenty of instances of 
ordinary Europeans exhibiting foibles common to humans in all realms of life, 
including short-sightedness, scapegoating, and aversion to change. But their 
failings have generally not been decisive in accounting for toxic politics, policy 
failures, or democratic backsliding.

Of course, recognizing the decisive importance of political elites in the 
democratic process will not, in itself, explain why they behave the way they 
do, much less provide a blueprint for curing the ills of democracy. In that 
sense, the present work is merely a preface to democratic theory rather than a 
fully developed account of how and why democracies succeed or fail. None-
theless, given the distorting impact of the “folk theory” on thinking about 
democracy, being clear about what Europe’s crisis of democracy is not may be 
an indispensable first step toward better understanding what it is.

“Something Is Happening”

Perceived crises of democracy are hardly rare. A Google search turns up almost 
300 million results for the phrase “crisis of democracy,” ranging widely through 
time and space, from “The Present Crisis in Democracy” by former Harvard 

7. Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018); Linz and Stepan (1978); Mainwaring and Pérez-Liñán (2013); 
Bermeo (2003: 222, 221).
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University president A. Lawrence Lowell in Foreign Affairs in 1934 to “The 
Crisis of Democracy” report prepared for the Trilateral Commission by three 
prominent social scientists in 1975, to the recent survey “Democracy in Crisis” 
from the global research and advocacy organization Freedom House.8

On the New York Times op-ed page, legendary columnist James Reston 
pondered “The Crisis of Democracy” in 1974, and again in 1975. A generation 
later, in 2012, the distinguished economist Amartya Sen addressed “The Cri-
sis of European Democracy,” warning that “drastic cuts in public services 
with very little general discussion of their necessity, efficacy or balance have 
been revolting to a large section of the European population and have played 
into the hands of extremists on both ends of the political spectrum.” In 2018, 
political researcher David Adler amped up the alarmism, writing, “The warn-
ing signs are flashing red: Democracy is under threat. Across Europe and 
North America, candidates are more authoritarian, party systems are more 
volatile, and citizens are more hostile to the norms and institutions of liberal 
democracy.” The following year, not to be outdone by op-ed writers, the 
Times Berlin bureau chief capped off a five-part podcast on “The Battle for 
Europe” with an episode asking ominously, “Can Liberal Democracy Sur-
vive in Europe?”9

A few writers have swum against this strong tide of alarmism. For example, 
a leading scholar of populism, Cas Mudde, provocatively characterized popu-
list radical right parties as “a relatively minor nuisance in West European de-
mocracies,” pointing to

the relatively modest electoral support that these parties generate in parlia-
mentary elections. With an average support of less than 10 per cent of the 
electorate, few PRRPs are major players in their national political system. 
Moreover, even fewer make it into government, majority or minority, and 
most are shunned by the other parties in parliament. Hence, direct policy 

8. Muliro (2017); Lowell (1934); Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki (1975). Michael J. 
Abramowitz, “Democracy in Crisis,” Freedom House, https://freedomhouse​.org​/report​
/freedom​-world​/2018​/democracy​-crisis.

9. James Reston, “The Crisis of Democracy,” New York Times, 3 March 1974. James Reston, 
“The Crisis of Democracy,” New York Times, 29 June 1975. Amartya Sen, “The Crisis of European 
Democracy,” New York Times, 22 May 2012. David Adler, “Centrists Are the Most Hostile to 
Democracy, Not Extremists,” New York Times, 23 May 2018. Katrin Bennhold, “Can Liberal 
Democracy Survive in Europe?,” New York Times, 14 June 2019.
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influence is already quite rare. And even when PRRPs make it into power, 
they are dogs that bark loud, but hardly ever bite.10

Unfortunately, many observers are not as clear-eyed as Mudde—and even if 
they were, “a relatively minor nuisance” would stand little chance of capturing 
the popular imagination when pitted against a “crisis of democracy” in which 
“everything changes all at once.” Journalists, especially, are partial to dogs that 
bark loud, even if they hardly ever bite.

In this book, I summarize broad trends in European public opinion from 
2002 through 2019, focusing particularly on attitudes commonly taken as 
symptomatic of a “crisis of democracy,” including economic disaffection, an-
tipathy to immigration and European integration, ideological polarization, 
distrust of political elites, and dissatisfaction with the workings of democracy 
itself. I examine the impact of these attitudes on support for right-wing popu-
list parties, which turns out to be substantial. I also explore their role in pre-
cipitating significant erosions of democracy in Hungary and Poland, which 
turns out to be remarkably modest.

My data on European public opinion come primarily from the European 
Social Survey (ESS), an academic collaboration that has tracked political and 
social views in most European countries since 2002. I focus on 23 countries, 
each of which has been surveyed at least four times; 15 are represented in all 
nine rounds of the survey, providing roughly biannual readings of opinion 
from 2002 through 2019.11 Table 1.1 shows the countries represented in each 
wave of the survey as well as the sample size in each country-round; the total 
sample includes 354,829 survey respondents.12

A major virtue of the ESS project is that the survey content has been admi-
rably consistent across countries and rounds, providing hundreds of thou-
sands of responses for most key indicators—an unparalleled record of con

10. Mudde (2013: 14).
11. Data, documentation, and background information appear on the ESS website, https://

www​.europeansocialsurvey​.org​/​. My analysis generally includes EU countries as of 2006 and 
those in the Schengen area. It excludes countries admitted to the EU after 2006 (Bulgaria, Croa-
tia, and Romania), some small countries with little or no ESS data (Cyprus, Iceland, Latvia, 
Luxembourg, and Malta), and several other countries represented sporadically in the ESS da-
taset (Albania, Israel, Kosovo, Montenegro, Russia, Serbia, Turkey, and Ukraine).

12. The 354,829 respondents represent 183 country-rounds; the country-round sample sizes 
range from 985 to 3,142 and average 1,939. Surveys were not conducted in the remaining 24 
country-rounds (11.6%).
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temporary European public opinion.13 In analyzing these data, I focus on both 
broad patterns and cross-country variation in attitudes and trends. The adult 
populations of the 23 countries represented in my analyses vary widely, from 
just over one million in Estonia to more than 70 million in Germany. To pro-
vide trustworthy summaries of public opinion in Europe as a whole, I gener-
ally weight the data from each country in each round of the survey in propor-
tion to its population.14 In analyses characterizing trends or comparing time 
periods, I employ statistical adjustments designed to compensate for changes 
in the set of countries participating in each ESS round.15 Additional informa-
tion regarding my data and analyses—including details of survey question 
wording and coding, descriptive statistics for key indicators, comparisons of 
trends based on weighted and unweighted data, and discussion of statistical 
methods and assumptions—appears in the Appendix.

Economic Crisis, Political Crisis?

Much of what has been written about the “crisis of democracy” in con
temporary Europe posits a key role for the political ramifications of the 
global economic crisis triggered by the Wall Street meltdown of 2008. The 
magnitude of the economic crisis and its resonant echoes of the Great De-
pression led many observers to draw parallels between contemporary politi
cal developments and those of the 1930s, including the rise of populism in 
the US and fascism in Europe. For example, Matt O’Brien of the Washington 
Post argued that “it shouldn’t be too surprising that the worst economic cri-
sis since the 1930s has led to the worst political crisis within liberal democra-
cies since the 1930s.” The thesis of John Judis’s popular book The Populist 
Explosion was conveyed by its subtitle: How the Great Recession Transformed 

13. There are at least 330,000 nonmissing observations for 16 of the 22 key ESS variables listed 
in Appendix Table A1.

14. Appendix Table A3 details the composition of the weighted sample. Table A4 provides 
a comparison of overall trends in the weighted and unweighted data. My substantive conclu-
sions remain essentially unchanged when each country-round is weighted equally.

15. Unless otherwise indicated, all analyses of data from Europe as a whole include indicators 
(“fixed effects”) for countries. To the extent that cross-country differences in opinion are con-
sistent over time, this approach will provide reliable estimates of shifts and trends in opinion 
despite missing country-rounds. To allow for statistical uncertainty due to idiosyncrasies in the 
timing and administration of each survey, most analyses allow for arbitrary correlation among 
the statistical disturbances in each country-round (“clustered standard errors”).
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American and European Politics. A scholarly guide The Global Rise of Populism 
reported that “a prolonged global financial downturn, rising unemployment 
in a number of areas and a loss of faith in perceived elite projects like the 
European Union are helping fuel the flames” of populism, threatening “a 
crisis of faith in democracy” in which citizens are “more and more disillu-
sioned with mainstream politics.”16

Despite this alarmism, as we shall see, Europe’s “worst political crisis” 
since the 1930s turned out to be milder, briefer, much more localized, and 
different in kind from the rise of fascism. European politics was altered, but 
hardly transformed—and even the alterations were often quite temporary. 
This is particularly true for shifts in public opinion. The timing of the eco-
nomic crisis roughly divides the period covered by my analyses into three 
distinct subperiods: a pre-crisis period (from 2002 through 2007), a crisis 
period (from 2008 through 2013), and a post-crisis period (from 2014 through 
2019). Thus, in many cases it will be fruitful to characterize stability or change 
in public opinion, or in the bases of public opinion, across these three peri-
ods, with due allowance for the roughness of the division and for differences 
in the precise timing and duration of the economic crisis in different parts of 
Europe.17 Applying this periodization, we shall generally find that public 
opinion shifted somewhat during the crisis, but subsequently reverted to pre-
crisis patterns.

In Chapter 2, I briefly review the economic and political developments that 
constituted “the worst economic crisis since the 1930s,” including the collapse 
of financial arrangements built on subprime mortgage lending, the resulting 
global recession, the sovereign debt crisis stemming from the impact of that 
recession on the balance sheets of governments and financial institutions, and 
the struggles of European political leaders to respond to those economic 
blows. Despite the severity of the economic downturn, Europeans’ economic 
mood was surprisingly resilient. By 2014–2015, average satisfaction with the 
economy was higher than it had been before the crisis began, and it continued 

16. Matt O’Brien, “Why Liberal Democracy Only Dies When Conservatives Help,” Wash-
ington Post, 17 May 2017. Judis (2016); Moffitt (2016: 159–160, 1).

17. In other cases, this periodization will be less helpful. For example, in considering atti-
tudes toward immigrants and immigration, the salience of the asylum crisis of 2015 argues 
against the assumption of consistency in the nature and bases of opinion from 2013 to 2019, so 
I focus considerable attention on stability and change within the post-(economic) crisis 
period.
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to improve substantially until the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020. 
There were pockets of severe, prolonged economic pain; but for most Euro
peans, the crisis was successfully contained.

Many observers viewed the Euro-crisis as a failure, first and foremost, of 
the European Union. Ashoka Mody, an international economist with experi-
ence at the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, casti-
gated European leaders’ “hesitant monetary and fiscal policy response to the 
global financial crisis” and “disastrous policy errors in dealing with the euro-
zone’s own rolling crises between late 2009 and early 2014.” According to po
litical scientist Sheri Berman, “The EU’s technocratic rather than democratic 
nature generated a backlash against the EU as it became associated with eco-
nomic problems rather than prosperity.”18 Here, too, however, public opinion 
surveys reveal remarkably little evidence of crisis. Overall support for Euro
pean integration dipped only modestly in the wake of the Euro-crisis, and by 
2019 it was higher than at any point since at least 2004. Moreover, the places 
where enthusiasm for European integration did decline significantly—
Slovakia, Czechia, Poland, and Hungary—were places that experienced un-
usually high levels of economic growth, suggesting that the most important 
challenges facing the EU were not rooted in “economic problems,” but in cul-
tural and political frictions.

The Euro-crisis also magnified long-standing concerns about the viability 
of the European welfare state. Even before the crisis, scholars were writing of 
“the beleaguered welfare states” of Western Europe. In 1998, the managing 
director of the IMF announced a “Worldwide Crisis in the Welfare State,” 
warning ominously that “reforms will be necessary.” The Euro-crisis was a mas-
sive additional shock to the system, driving up public debt and generating 
demands for austerity from bondholders and the so-called Troika—the Euro
pean Commission, the European Central Bank, and the IMF. “As the financial 
crisis puts strains on national budgets,” an analyst writing in the midst of the 
crisis anticipated, “the dissatisfaction with the way democracy works is likely 
to be exacerbated. High deficits and huge public debt will force governments 
to curb spending, shrink the public sector, and look for further revenues from 
privatization for years to come . . . ​and citizens’ faith in democratic politics is 
likely to erode further as a result.”19

18. Mody (2018: 391, 458); Berman (2019: 402).
19. Esping-Andersen (1996: ix, 1); Michel Camdessus, “Worldwide Crisis in the Welfare 

State: What Next in the Context of Globalization?” International Monetary Fund, 15 Octo-
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In Chapter 3, I explore the implications of the economic crisis for the con
temporary European welfare state. I assess the impact of the crisis on patterns 
of social spending, focusing especially on the austerity policies imposed or 
inspired by the Troika in Greece, Spain, and Ireland. I also explore the impact 
of the Euro-crisis on citizens’ perceptions of the quality of social services and 
on overall satisfaction with their lives. Surprisingly, Europeans were signifi-
cantly more satisfied with the quality of health services, education, and life as 
a whole in the years after the Euro-crisis than they had been before it began. 
These improvements in subjective well-being seem to have been due, at least 
in part, to a gradual increase in real social spending, notwithstanding the 
strains put on national budgets by the financial crisis.

In light of these improvements in subjective well-being, it should perhaps 
not be surprising that public support for the welfare state remained steadfast. 
The Euro-crisis produced no perceptible shift in overall left-right ideology or 
in support for income redistribution. More detailed questions regarding spe-
cific government social responsibilities and spending programs produced vir-
tually identical readings of public opinion in 2016 as in 2006. The largest—still 
modest—shift in opinion over the course of this tumultuous decade was a 
decline in public support for cutting government spending as a means of bol-
stering the economy. Both functionally and politically, the European welfare 
state emerged from the Euro-crisis in remarkably good shape.

Not-So-Bad Attitudes

The resilience of public support for the European welfare state and for the 
project of European integration are just two significant examples of a broader 
pattern in European public opinion. Time and again, readers primed to expect 
a political terrain in which “everything changes all at once” will instead find 
that, with respect to public opinion, not much changed at all—and certainly 
not for the worse.

In Chapter 4, I document another instance of this pattern, public opinion 
regarding immigrants and immigration. Europe has experienced a steady in-
flow of immigrants in recent decades, and in 2015–2016 faced a massive influx 
of asylum-seekers, mostly from war-torn Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq. Observ-
ers trumpeted an “immigration crisis,” with headlines warning that “The 

ber 1998, https://www​.imf​.org​/en​/News​/Articles​/2015​/09​/28​/04​/53​/sp101598; Schäfer 
(2013: 192).
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Immigration Crisis Is Tearing Europe Apart” and that “Europe’s Immigration 
Crisis Is Just Beginning.”20 But while “angry opponents of immigration” have 
dominated media portrayals, there is remarkably little evidence that these 
surges in immigration and asylum-seeking produced any significant erosion 
in public attitudes toward immigrants. In Sweden, which experienced substan-
tial net immigration over the past two decades and one of Europe’s largest 
influxes of asylum-seekers in 2015, attitudes toward immigrants and immigra-
tion remained more positive than anywhere else in Europe. In Germany, 
where Chancellor Angela Merkel’s determination to open borders to refugees 
was hailed as an act of remarkable political courage, public support for im-
migration remained unwavering throughout the asylum crisis, even in the 
wake of a deadly terrorist attack by a foreigner denied asylum.

Overall, European public opinion toward immigrants became gradually but 
significantly more positive in the face of these developments, largely due to 
generational replacement of older cohorts by young people with more welcom-
ing attitudes. The few places where anti-immigrant sentiment increased were 
mostly conservative, highly religious countries in which prominent nationalist 
political leaders mounted vigorous anti-immigrant campaigns—most notably, 
Orbán’s Hungary. And even in those places, the same process of generational 
replacement seemed to be at work, making it likely that anti-immigrant senti-
ment will fade with time, as it already has in other parts of Europe.

In Chapter 5, I turn to a variety of specifically political attitudes, including 
ideological polarization, trust in political leaders and institutions, and satisfac-
tion with the workings of democracy itself. Here, too, the conventional wis-
dom is that the Euro-crisis has reshaped public opinion for the worse. For 
example, the editors of the scholarly volume Politics in the Age of Austerity ar-
gued that the “vast deterioration in public finances” stemming from the crisis 
put “pressure on government to make unpopular choices,” producing popular 
frustration with democracy. “In parallel with the faltering capacity for discre-
tionary spending,” they wrote, “public fatigue with democratic practice and 
core institutions has grown.”21

But here, too, the reality seems rather less dire. Europeans’ trust in parlia-
ments and politicians, having dipped modestly during the Euro-crisis, re-
bounded completely once it ended. So, too, did satisfaction with incumbent 

20. Bruce Stokes, “The Immigration Crisis Is Tearing Europe Apart,” Foreign Policy, 22 
July 2016, http://foreignpolicy​.com​/2016​/07​/22​/the​-immigration​-crisis​-is​-tearing​-europe​-apart​/​. 
Max Ehrenfreund, “Europe’s Immigration Crisis Is Just Beginning,” Washington Post, 1 July 2016.

21. Schäfer and Streeck (2013: 2).
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governments. Overall satisfaction with the workings of democracy remained 
robust even through the crisis. In times and places where these attitudes did 
deteriorate, they shifted in close parallel with assessments of the economy, 
suggesting that democratic frustrations often reflected economic dissatisfac-
tion rather than specifically political grievances.

Populism and Democratic Backsliding

If Europe is experiencing a crisis of democracy, most Europeans seem not to 
have gotten the message. Over the past two decades, the key discontents that 
are supposed to be “exploding in many mature democracies” have, in fact, 
hardly budged. In Europe as a whole and in most countries considered sepa-
rately, attitudes toward immigration and European integration, trust in parlia-
ment and politicians, and satisfaction with democracy turn out to be largely 
unchanged since the turn of the century.

In Chapter 6, I consider the implications of this stability for our under-
standing of the “populist explosion” that is supposedly rocking contemporary 
Europe. First, I examine the bases of support for sixteen prominent right-wing 
populist parties. In most cases, that support is indeed strongly related to atti-
tudes figuring centrally in discussions of populism, including antipathy toward 
immigrants and immigration, opposition to further European integration, and 
political distrust. But that fact presents a considerable puzzle. If the attitudes 
conducive to right-wing populism have been essentially constant over the past 
two decades, what explains the surge in support for right-wing populist 
parties?

One answer, as Mudde’s characterization of “a relatively minor nuisance” im-
plied, is that the surge in support for these parties is commonly exaggerated. 
While several countries have seen flare-ups in voting for populist parties in re-
cent years, the overall increase has been very modest—by my tabulation, 
amounting to just a few percentage points over two decades.22 Insofar as there 
has been an increase in support for right-wing populist parties, it seems to be 
driven much more by the “supply” of populist mobilization, conditioned by 
institutional rules that facilitate or inhibit that mobilization, than by citizens’ 

22. Figure 6.1 in Chapter 6 shows a secular increase in the average vote share of 16 European 
right-wing populist parties from 12.6% in 2001 to 16% in 2021. Norris and Inglehart’s (2019: 9) 
tabulation of support for “populist” parties in 32 Western democracies produced an even less 
dramatic trend; these parties’ average vote share increased from 10.9% in the 1980s and 9.9% in 
the 1990s to 11.4% in the 2000s and 12.4% in the 2010s.
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“demand” for populism. Contrary to the familiar image of a wave of populism in 
the wake of the Euro-crisis, European public opinion has long provided a reser-
voir of right-wing populist sentiment that political entrepreneurs have drawn on 
with varying degrees of success at different times in different places.

This reservoir of right-wing populist sentiment is by no means inconsider-
able. As Mudde has observed, “The public attitudes of many Europeans were 
already in line with the basic tenets of the populist radical right ideology (even 
if in a more moderate form)” long before the current “populist explosion.” The 
prevalence of attitudes conducive to populist mobilization represents a signifi-
cant resource for would-be populist leaders, and a significant challenge for main-
stream politicians, in every democracy. On the other hand, the success of con
temporary European populists in exploiting this sentiment has, so far, been 
rather limited. As a result, the relationship between the extent of populist senti-
ment in specific times and places and support for populist parties at the polls has 
been remarkably hit-or-miss. Of the nine European countries with the highest 
levels of right-wing populist sentiment in 2014–2019, only three (Hungary, Italy, 
and Slovenia) had right-wing populist parties attracting as much as 15% of the 
vote. On the other hand, right-wing populist parties flourished in Switzerland, 
Sweden, Norway, and Denmark, all of which were among the half-dozen Euro
pean countries with the lowest levels of right-wing populist sentiment. In these 
cases, as political scientist Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser put it, “populist radical 
right parties have shown a great success precisely in those regions of Europe 
where the structural prerequisites for their rise were hardly existent.”23

I explore this paradox by examining the rise of some key right-wing popu-
list parties in recent years, including Vox in Spain, Lega in Italy, and the 
United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP). My analyses suggest that 
none of these parties owed their rise to a significant increase in right-wing 
populist sentiment; indeed, in some cases, their electoral support grew even 
as the prevalence of right-wing populist sentiment in their societies declined 
significantly. Their successes seem to be due mostly, in varying degrees, to 
charismatic leadership, over-the-top media coverage, and the stumbles and 
scandals of mainstream competitors. Nonetheless, political observers have 
not hesitated to interpret these electoral gains as evidence of fundamental 
shifts in public attitudes and values.

While support for right-wing populist parties in Western Europe has pro-
voked consternation, the most concrete and alarming evidence that “democracy 
is under threat” in contemporary Europe comes from Hungary and Poland, 

23. Mudde (2013: 7); Kaltwasser (2012: 188).
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where nationalist leaders have gone some way toward dismantling democratic 
institutions, curbing the power of the judiciary, muzzling independent media, 
and rewriting electoral laws in efforts to entrench themselves in power. In 
Chapter 7, I examine these two crucial instances of democratic backsliding, 
tracing the bases of popular support for Fidesz in Hungary before and after its 
rise to power in 2010 and for the Law and Justice party in Poland before and 
after its rise to power in 2015.

I find surprisingly little support for the notion that these parties were 
swept into office by popular waves of right-wing populism, much less a han-
kering for authoritarian rule. Indeed, most of the factors contributing to sup-
port for right-wing populist parties elsewhere in Europe were unrelated to 
support for both Fidesz and the Law and Justice party before their rise to 
power and, for the most part, absent from their pivotal election campaigns. 
In 2015, a pair of Polish scholars wrote, Law and Justice “softened its image. It 
placed signs of authoritarian leanings as well as controversial personalities . . . ​
out of public view. Running on the slogan ‘Good Change,’ ” the party “called 
for compassionate conservatism, and sought to offer undecided voters an 
alternative to the ‘boring’ ” incumbent party.24

It was only after gaining power that these rather conventional-looking con-
servative parties embarked upon the project of “illiberal democracy.” As they 
did so, they increasingly turned to scapegoating would-be immigrants and the 
European Union, bringing the bases of their support into somewhat closer 
alignment with those of right-wing populist parties elsewhere in Europe. How-
ever, even then, it seems likely that their popular support depended less on the 
appeal of radical nationalism than on the fact that they presided over substan-
tial increases in prosperity and subjective well-being. As a result, both coun-
tries saw substantial increases in public trust in political elites and—
ironically—in public satisfaction with the workings of democracy. While 
ordinary citizens in these cases were guilty of prioritizing the quality of their 
daily lives over democratic institutions and procedures, they were little more 
than passive bystanders to the erosion of democracy.

Public Opinion and Democratic Politics

Almost a century ago, the sage political analyst Walter Lippmann pointed to 
“immense confusions in the current theory of democracy which frustrate and 
pervert its action.” Chief among these he noted “the fictitious power” of public 

24. Fomina and Kucharczyk (2016: 60–61).
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opinion in thinking about democratic governance.25 In the decades since 
Lippmann wrote, the world has acquired vastly more experience with democ-
racy, and social scientists have greatly refined our understanding of public 
opinion and political behavior. Yet, the immense confusions persist, a testa-
ment to the mythic power of the “folk theory” of democracy. The startling 
discrepancy between the perception of democratic crisis and the reality of 
public opinion in contemporary Europe is a dramatic case in point. I hope that 
exploring that discrepancy may help us learn “to think of public opinion as it 
is, and not as the fictitious power we have assumed it to be.”

For democratic theorists, the pressing task is to identify and analyze the 
forces shaping the behavior of powerful political actors in democratic systems. 
If aggregate public opinion is seldom decisive, when and why are the intense 
preferences of slivers of the public more consequential? What factors govern 
the translation of right-wing populist sentiment, prevalent in most con
temporary societies, into direct or indirect policy influence? Why do some 
elected leaders exploit opportunities to entrench themselves in power, as 
Orbán did in Hungary, while others forebear? These are fundamental political 
questions, but not central concerns of contemporary political science. A more 
forthrightly “elitist” theory of democratic crisis would help to bring them into 
clearer focus.

As Lippmann recognized, democratic theory is not merely an academic 
pursuit; misunderstanding the nature of democracy can “frustrate and pervert 
its action.” In the United States, the rise of Donald Trump was facilitated by 
the putative “democratization” of the process by which major parties select 
their presidential candidates. In the United Kingdom, David Cameron prom-
ised Euro-skeptic voters a “referendum lock to which only they should hold 
the key,” then blundered into inviting them to use it.26 Across Europe, political 
analysts and mainstream party leaders have frequently misread modest flare-
ups in support for right-wing populist parties as major shifts in public senti-
ment, magnifying the political influence of extremists.

For citizens and political leaders alike, better understanding the lessons of 
experience provided by two turbulent decades of European politics may help 
to surmount crises of democracy, both imagined and real.

25. Lippmann (1925: 200).
26. Deborah Summers, “David Cameron Admits Lisbon Treaty Referendum Campaign Is 

Over,” Guardian, 4 November 2009.
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