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Reducing Pernicious Polarization

by Jennifer McCoy

olitical polarization is rising around the

world, generating concerns about its
detrimental impact on politics and society. The
threats posed by pernicious polarization—the
division of society into two mutually antagonis-
tic political camps—are especially concerning
for democracies as they are correlated with
democratic backsliding." It is therefore urgent
to determine how to reduce these tensions.

In a study of depolarization episodes

in all countries since 1900, my coauthors and
| learned that depolarization occurred most
often after a systemic shock: a foreign interven-
tion, independence struggle, violent conflict,
or regime change (primarily in a democratizing
direction).2 In only a quarter of the cases, coun-
tries depolarized within a given regime struc-
ture, whether democratic or autocratic. Notably,
the study found no cases of depolarization from
pernicious levels among liberal democracies,
most likely because very few countries classified
as full liberal democracies have ever reached
pernicious levels; the United States stands out
today as the only wealthy Western democracy
with persistent levels of pernicious polarization.

Within Europe, pernicious political polari-
zation in the 21 century is concentrated in
Central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans,
though Italy joined those ranks in 2020 and
2021.2 Of the perniciously polarized Euro-
pean countries rated as full liberal demo-
cracies in the V-Dem database at some point
in this century, three of the four were also
downgraded in their regime category to the
lesser electoral democracy rating — Hungary,
Slovenia, and Poland (Italy retained its liberal
democracy rating through 2021). None of
those countries has depolarized to date.
Therefore, we face a major challenge in
determining effective strategies to reduce, or at
least manage, polarization while also protecting
democracy. The task becomes particularly
challenging because pernicious polarization is
elite-driven, that is, by political entrepreneurs
who calculate that demonizing, enemy-identify-
ing, and anger-appealing messages is a winning
electoral strategy, and by opponents who recip-
rocate in kind. When these political leaders
then decide to retain power by concentrating
power in the executive and/or by changing
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the rules to the advantage of their own party,
it becomes more difficult to check democratic
erosion. If we expect citizens to provide a check
on polarizing democracy-eroders, we may be
sorely disappointed: studies show that voters
give their own parties a pass when it comes to
democracy-eroding behavior when their own
party is in power, particularly when they view
the opposing camp as an existential threat.*

What can be done? The answer depends
in part on the degree of polarization and
the degree of democratic erosion already
experienced. If political polarization has been
pernicious for some time, then citizens and
political parties are likely polarized around the
very concept of whether their democracy is
improving or deteriorating, and in their trust in
institutions. For example, in the United States,
citizens across the board see democracy as
being threatened, but Republicans tend to be-
lieve that election fraud conducted by Demo-
crats has occurred and is a major threat, while
Democrats believe that election restrictions
imposed by Republicans are a major threat.®

If democratic erosion is advanced to
the point that normal accountability mech-
anisms like judicial review, impeachment,
or even investigative journalism are made
impossible with politicized courts, polarized
views about the democratic commitments
of political parties, or polarized or closed
media, then more extraordinary and in-
novative strategies will be required.

Nevertheless, we can identify some
strategies to reduce or contain polarization:

1.  Changing incentives for political lead-
ers and citizens. Majoritarian, winner-
take-all electoral systems are particularly
prone to pernicious polarization, especial-
ly in presidential systems. These include

single-member district systems (such as
the United States), and proportional rep-
resentation systems with a high winner
compensation (such as Hungary) or a
high threshold for entry (such as Turkey).
Political primaries may also be particu-
larly polarizing, as evidenced in the U.S.,
where only the most partisan voters are
likely to vote and often choose extreme
candidates. Changing these methods
can not only improve representation, but
also potentially brings greater civility to
campaigns and reduce partisan animus.
The dilemma is how to change
the rules when the politicians them-
selves benefit from them, and citizens
themselves may not be interested in the
abstractions of democratic principles
not tied explicitly to social and economic
outcomes affecting their everyday lives.
Starting locally with citizens educating
other citizens about the benefits of bet-
ter representation and responsiveness
from political parties, and the negatives
of rewarding politicians engaged in per-
niciously polarizing behavior, may offer
one beginning. Cross-sectoral move-
ments involving business, technology,
academic, media and arts leaders, along
with grassroots organizing, can pressure
political leaders to make changes.®

Political and cultural elites distancing
themselves from anti-systemic and
violent supporters or members. It is
crucial that political actors as well as
leading media and cultural influencers
condemn and distance themselves from
violent and anti-system groups within
and without their own organization.” For
example, the Italian Communist Party
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denounced the violence of the far-left
Red Brigade, and joined the Historic
Compromise with the Christian Demo-
crats in the 1970s, during Italy’s “Years of
Lead". In the United States today, political
rhetoric from former president Donald
Trump and some current members of
Congress and prominent media figures
appears to have encouraged some lone
individuals to carry out mass shootings,
as well as organized militias to partici-
pate in violent acts like the January

6, 2020 attack on the U.S. Capitol.

Address grievances leading to political
polarization. When in power, political
parties must address the socio-economic
and socio-cultural grievances that lead
to receptivity to polarizing messages in
the first place. A major motivation for
support to polarizing populist candi-
dates and political outsiders is a lack

of responsiveness by major political
parties. Acknowledging mistakes and
proposing and adopting policies toward
greater inclusion, social and economic
equity and access to justice can help to
reduce pernicious polarization. Chile’s
current attempt to draw up a new social
contract through a constitution-writing
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effort, in response to mass protests in
2019 to growing economic inequali-
ty, is an example of such an effort.

Political adaptation to internal and
external change. Political parties must
be responsive to changing conditions in
order to bolster democratic resilience,
and to sustain depolarization once it is
achieved. If a broad political agreement
or power-sharing pact depolarizes a
society during a democratic transition,
but then becomes frozen in place, not
allowing new political groups or new
generations of leaders to be included,
as in Venezuela in the 1970s-80s, then
political polarization and rejection of
those parties is likely to result. Chang-
ing demographics, economic sectoral
changes, changing values around sexual
and gender identity, women'’s rights,
ethnic identities, secularism and religion
require inclusive adaptation rather than
exclusionary, nativist, and authoritari-
an responses. Democratic innovations
such as citizen’s assemblies, ranked
choice voting, or even national unity
governments during a crisis period, may
contribute to depolarization and greater
citizen satisfaction with democracy.
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