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Introduction: Discussing Borders — Escaping Traps.
Franck Orban and Elin Strand Larsen

“I'm going to hang up this phone, and then I'm going to show these people what you don’t
want them to see. I'm going to show them a world without you. A world without rules and
controls, without borders or boundaries. A world where anything is possible.”

The Matrix, 1999

We definitively live in strange times. Old borders are vanishing just before our as-
tonished eyes, while new ones are rapidly emerging. The world map as we knew it is
barely recognizable. New countries, new giant cities, new political regimes. What has
then become of the Soviet Union, Eastern Germany and the Iron Curtain? And, of
course, there are more people than ever in human history. In addition, geopolitical
changes are not the only ones affecting our day-to-day life or our perception of it.
Technology - through computers, the internet, virtual reality and very high-speed
transport vehicles - is about to eliminate physical distances and the frontier between
materiality and immateriality, blurring the limits between what we see as real and
what is constructed reality. Fake news can do that, too, one could add.

In the opening of the presentation of the chapter above, we chose to use a quote
from a famous movie that represented a breakthrough in modern science fiction. Neo,
the hero of The Matrix, refuses to accept the constructed reality he had been living
in as a slave since his birth. He chooses to smash the borders imposed on him and to
access true reality. The most interesting part of the film is not him becoming a hero,
but rather him wavering between his known reality and an uncertain future. Borders
and frontiers can put unpleasant constraints on the individual. But they also provide
comfort, giving surroundings context and sorting out what is known and safe from
what is terra incognita and dangerous.

Early in the 1990s, the American political philosopher Francis Fukuyama proph-
esied the “end of history” when envisaging the fall of communism worldwide and its
replacement by a new world order that would wipe out geopolitical, economic and
cultural divides inherited from the Cold War. Free-market liberal democracy would
become the world’s sole and accomplished form of human government. The rule of
law and institutions were expected to supplant traditional power politics and tribal
divisions. Accompanied by revolutionary technologies that gave humanity unique op-
portunities to shrink time and space, the new world order would tear down walls and
erase borders to somehow establish Immanuel Kant’s realm of “perpetual peace” For
about a decade, this objective seemed attainable.

By the beginning of the 21st century, the proportion of humans living in extreme
poverty had fallen to under 20 percent, while the number of electoral democracies
extended to more than 110. Growth and democracy spread to almost every corner of
the world, something that fueled the illusion of a debordering process and the cre-
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ation of a truly borderless world. Twenty-six years after the publication of The End of
History and the Last Man, the zeitgeist that predicted a bright future for mankind to a
large extent turned out to be rather more of a dystopia. The globalization process has
reduced the number of armed conflicts between states during the last decades. But it
has also created more economic inequality between the haves and the have-nots with-
in democracies that liberal democratic institutions and liberal economy have trouble
addressing, while threatening the condition of relative stability in weak states. In Eu-
rope, the refugee crisis of 2015 multiplied the number of border controls, triggered the
construction of walls and fences along the European limes and widened the ideolog-
ical gap between Europeans. Meanwhile, a growing number of populist parties have
been promoting an alternative agenda for liberal democracy which calls into question
community living, economic growth, political participation and the rule of law.

Francis Fukuyama (2018) conceded recently in an article in Foreign Affairs, The
New Tribalism and the Crisis of Democracy, that his previous expectations had been
too optimistic. He noticed that the number of democracies has fallen and that de-
mocracy per se is retreating in virtually all regions of the world, whether it’s threat-
ened by or replaced by authoritarian regimes. The generalization of anti-democratic
discourses, and more generally what Fukuyama calls “a slide backward toward au-
thoritarianism,” plays a role in a new re-bordering process raising barriers, building
walls and setting up new borders between individuals, groups and countries. India’s
fencing of its border with Pakistan, Bangladesh and Myanmar, President Trump’s wall
project at the Mexico border, The Israeli West Bank barrier or Hungary’s border fence
at the Serbian border are just a few examples of new material borders. Limitations on
guaranteed access to digital technology, social networks and information can also be
seen as a bordering mechanism, since immaterial walls can be raised between those
who are included in key circuits of information and others who are not (Rumford,
2006, p. 156). As a result, the ideal of a borderless world is now challenged - not to say
endangered -, by the multiplication of new walls and fences.

The aim of this book is to address the notion of borders. During the last decades,
scholars approached borders from different academic disciplines. The de-bordering
and re-bordering process that took place worldwide after the Second World War, and
then again after the end of the Cold War, produced an extensive number of analyti-
cal studies that stressed the multi-level impacts of the institutionalization of borders
and their complex nature (Cassarino, 2006, p. 1). In the early 1960s and mainly be-
cause of the Cold War, border studies were predominantly limited to the study of the
demarcation of boundaries. From the 1980s on, the field of boundaries and border
studies shifted progressively to focus more on border studies defined as the study of
human practices that constitute and represent differences in space. Borders evolved
from representing material and political limits between states to more immaterial and
socioterritorial constructs beyond states and nations (Van Houtum, 2005, p. 674).

This liberal perception was reinforced by the end of the Cold war, the spread of
democracy, liberal economy and information technology, as well as by the post-war
European integration toward a “borderless Europe” According to this vision, the
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weakening of nation-states was considered to be a paradigmatic shift that would
make political borders diffuse and less relevant. Dissolved borders would no longer
be situated at the outer limit of territories. They would be ultimately doomed to ex-
tinction or dispersed “a little everywhere” (Balibar and William, 2002, p. 71). There is
now reason to think that the renewal of nationalism and protectionism might have
a noticeable impact on the post-Cold War understanding of borders, or that there is
an ongoing concomitant process of materialization and dematerialization of borders
(Rosiere, 2017, p. 12). In other words, we don’t face one single type of border, but dif-
ferentiated borders in a situation in which rigid security borders have to coexist with
economic, telecommunication and educational borders with a higher level of mobility
and fluidity (Rumford, 2006, p. 157). “Hard” or “soft” borders still matter and will
continue to influence global political, economic, cultural, and environmental issues
(Diener and Hagen, 2009, p. 1212). In this sense, Westphalian borders retain an ability
to strike back. But they have nevertheless to deal with multidimensional frameworks
that question their function, their nature and their localization (Retaillé and Walther,
2014, p. 9).

The expression “border” appears by the way seldom alone in academic literature.
Usually, it is used with terms like “boundaries, edges, ends, frontiers, barriers, limits or
margins” that are used in different ways to describe how spaces are split into entities,
parts, objects, zones, territories, areas, basins or fields. But how can we define these
terms? They can look similar at first sight. The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines, for
instance, “border” as “boundary” and “boundary” as “limit-line” This kind of seman-
tic proximity can be confusing when it creates the impression of inter-exchangeability.
In reality, they are not that flexible and often have distinct meanings. How we use
them depends on the contrary on which academic tradition we belong to and what
kind of heuristics, habits or preferences we focus on, as well as which circumstances
we find ourselves in.

The word “border” originates from French “bort” or “bordure” and meant an outer
edge of something, like a margin, that belonged to this something (Gadal and Jean-
soulin, 2000, p. 3). It has a long history. Border replaced the French word “march”
at the end of the 14th century to define a border region or district lying along the
boundary of a country. In pre-modern times, the hierarchical dependency in soci-
ety made it less important to demarcate territories through borders (Yndigegn, 2011,
p- 48). This changed with the end of the feudal system and the transition to modern
states in the middle of the 17th century. From then on, the perception of territorial
borders in Europe came from an environment shaped by sovereign states that lived
peacefully side by side or waged wars against each other. The existence of nation-states
preconditioned the emergence of borders. Without established borders, it would have
been impossible for rulers to regulate all aspects of human activity.

The principle of Westphalian sovereignty expanded across the European continent
from the second half of the 17th century. Colonialism in Africa, Asia and the Americas
during the 18th and 19th centuries made it irreplaceable for international law and
order. In consequence, borders became a global phenomenon. A dividing line was
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drawn throughout the globe between intra-state policy, which remained under the
legal jurisdiction of national authority — with the famous principle of states having the
monopoly of violence against their own population -, and inter-state policy, which
was anchored in the Hobbesian principle of the balance of power. The strengthening
of state control within national borders produced numerous political, economic, re-
ligious or moral boundaries that were imposed on national subjects. The generaliza-
tion of material borders preconditioned the appearance of immaterial boundaries, a
perception that was closer to that of anthropologists and historians, who emphasize
the symbolic and metaphoric dimensions of borders and refer to social or cultural
borders or boundaries (Cassarino, 2006, p. 5). To realists, today’s border defines pri-
marily a line separating legal or territorial entities that are countries, administrative
divisions or other types of areas, while borderland describes a wider area. A more
liberal view looks at borders both as formal and informal institutions of spatial and
social practice, as well as physical and symbolic markers of difference (Newman and
Passi, 1998, p. 198).

“Boundary” might seem easy to define. Etymologically, it is derived from “bound”
- from old French “borne” -, and indicates the external limits (bounds) of an object
or a political unit. Later, a boundary was something that marked the bound. All that
which was within the boundary was bound together (Kristof, 1959, p. 270). Like a bor-
der, a “boundary” delimits the territorial sovereignty of a state and allows internal and
external security. Its function changes according to the nature of relations to neigh-
boring states. Boundaries can be spatially limited. They can act as barriers separating
two distinct areas or can be opened to movements of capital, goods or people. On
the other hand, “barrier” differs from boundary in that it demarcates an area which
is unilaterally set by a state, for national security or military reasons. In this sense, it
can be more assimilated to a fence (Cassarino, 2006, p. 3). With this in mind, border-
ing — whether it is physical or immaterial — de facto happens through materialization
and the erection of barriers. Anthropologists don't limit their approach of bounda-
ries to the material dimension. They highlight the symbolic dimension of individuals
or groups impacted by the physical limits imposed by boundaries. Especially during
the 1990s, social and cultural theory largely influenced by postmodern optimism em-
phasized the idea that a boundary increasingly referred to the social and symbolic
construction of boundaries between social collectivities, rather than state boundaries
(Newman and Passi, 1998, p. 194).

The notion of frontier is difficult to define. Historically, it implied what it etymo-
logically suggests, that is to say that which was located in front (in Latin frons). “Fron-
tier” designated an area which was part of a whole, specifically that part which was
before the hinterland. That is the reason why it was — and still is—, primarily outer-ori-
ented, contrary to boundary, which is more inner-oriented. To put it simply, a frontier
looks at the enemy ahead while a boundary looks behind and waits for direct orders
from the central government. Frontiers have had different denominations through
time. They have been called foreland, borderland or “march” (Kristof, 1959, p. 270).
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Today, political scientists often associate border with boundary. Political frontiers
represent the outer line of a surface or a totality of surfaces on which a political, eco-
nomic, social system exerts its sovereignty and marks a geographical or linear rupture
between two territories. Structural frontiers have a more determinist character, as they
are the result of adjustments of a society to a territory in the course of time (Gadal
and Jeansoulin, 2000, p. 3). But again, a frontier is not necessarily limited from a geo-
graphical point of view, as it covers both sides of a boundary. They are areas of contact
and interaction across borders. Their limitative aspect should therefore be moderated
by the dynamics of exchange between people living on both sides, a dimension that
historians, anthropologists and sociologists emphasize.

What about margin and limit? The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines the first as
“the edge or border of something” (from Latin margo, a mark, sign). This definition
suggests the idea of a dichotomy or tension between a center and its periphery, as
margins and centers define each other by their relationship. In geometrical terms,
as well as in politics or economics, a margin can be considered as “that space where
the space order from the center is subject to challenge” (Parker, 2008, p. 8). As dis-
tance increases — we can have in mind the extent of the Roman Empire -, the center’s
hegemony and capacity to control and organize its periphery decreases. Imperfect
control and ability to radiate also produces disparities with respect to access to sta-
bility, wealth, information or technology. If the center fails to maintain its ordering
power over time, disruptive counterforces might arise at the margins to challenge the
ordering force, before instability eventually moves to the area controlled by the center.
Margins can therefore be seen as both victims (left-outs) and, to quote Henri Lefebvre,
as “contradictory spaces” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 295). In a more immaterial perspective,
such a definition can apply to groups, minorities or individuals who are represented
by others or who perceive themselves as human periphery abandoned by the human
center, be it the ruling class, the elites or mainstream society.

The second word, “limit,” can be traced back to Latin limes and to the function of
physically marking a border. With respect to “limits”, the Oxford Dictionary presents
definitions that are more or less material. In the first case, a limit is defined as the
point or the level, beyond which something does not or may not extend or pass, or
the terminal point or boundary of an area in movement. This definition is particularly
useful in relation to spatial and territorial limits (Amilhat Szary, 2015, p. 9). In the sec-
ond case, a limit can be understood as the furthest extent of one’s physical or mental
endurance or as restrictions imposed on someone or something. In recent years, the
rise of protest parties in Western societies has produced a vast literature questioning
the limit of liberal democracy (Beetham, 1992). A good mixture of both dimensions
also exists in Joseph S. Nye’s “Limits of American power”, in which the author com-
pares material constraints imposed on American leadership at the beginning of the
21st century with the more abstract imperative of self-limitation of the US hegemony
through the reflected use of soft and hard power, in order to deter potential rivals

(Nye, 2003, p. 559).
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In his work, William Walters argued that if borders are multiplicities, then we need
a plurality of concepts to think of different dimensions and the changing functions of
borders (Walters, 2006). Understanding the variety of borders and their multidimen-
sionality is the goal of this book through an interdisciplinary approach that seeks to
uncover elements of the notion of borders that might otherwise seem unconnected.

To define the “dynamics of borders”, the authors decided to focus primarily on two
aspects. The first deals with the multidimensional nature of borders as material enti-
ties with the ability to shape spatial representations through a demarcation between
territories. As such, they formalize power relations between actors on both sides of a
wall or a fence. Additionally, borders are immaterial entities that express social rela-
tions and interactions between entities and people living on both sides, starting with
the acceptance or the reluctance of belonging to separate realities. As immaterial con-
structions, borders and boundaries are intellectual, moral, ideological, digital or even
emotional brakes and locks upon individuals that prevent them from acting freely
and that alter their identities (Paasi, 1998, p. 71). Several chapters of this book outline
the material and immaterial nature of borders and discuss their impact on history,
democracy, gender policy, minorities, party systems and languages.

The second aspect emphasized in this book is the dynamics of borders, or borders
in motion. Notions like “bordering”, “de-bordering” and “re-bordering” suggest that
borders primarily are nonlinear entities. It seemed logical too to use a comparative
approach through case-studies from Europe, the Americas, Northern Africa and the
Middle East in order to show where old borders have vanished, and new ones have
been created. The chapters of this book might look unconnected at first sight. But they
do have a red thread when they address the issue of which constraints put limits on
collective or individual freedom.

Outline of the book

This book is the result of a two years’ work done between 2016 and 2018 by AreaS, a
research group in area studies located at @stfold University College in Norway, and
by Area$’ partners. The book consists of eleven chapters which have all been peer-re-
viewed by specialists within their specific line of research. The authors wish to thank
the anonymous referees for specific comments and suggestions.

Following this introduction, TORGEIR LANDRO discusses the temporal boundaries
of the Middle Ages, arguing that how we structure the past depends on historians’
contemporary standpoints, values and interests. Despite serious well-founded objec-
tions, and suggestions for alternative periodization systems, the traditional boundar-
ies and framework of the Middle Ages seem to survive. This might have something to
do with how the boundaries provide comfort, giving the historians a structure and a
framework to help them make sense of the past.

HarALD BORGEBUND discusses the limits of democracy. He argues that democra-
cy is best served by strict constitutional limits and the insights provided by realistic
democratic theory and psychology. According to his theoretical discussion, certain
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limits have to be in place for a democracy to function. Contrary to the vast literature
questioning the limits of liberal democracy, Borgebund concludes that in a modern
context we have access to knowledge that can help us counter human biases and im-
prove the quality of our democratic practices.

ELIN STRAND LARSEN addresses the limits of truth when it comes to fact-checking
public statements and revealing fake news circulating in social media. Based on a
comparative case study analysis of two fact-checking projects — Faktisk in Norway and
CrossCheck in France - she argues that the fact-checking process looks different from
Norwegian and French perspectives. These findings might relate to the level of trust in
news media, as well as the concern about fake news in Norway and France.

Franck OrBAN addresses European populism and the blurring frontier between
left and right in French politics. Analyzing speeches given by Marine Le Pen, leader of
National Front (now renamed “National Rally”) and Jean-Luc Mélenchon, leader of
the grass-roots movement “Unsubmissive France”, he argues that even if they share a
common goal of eliminating old political benchmarks, their radicalism indicates that
the frontier between left and right has not yet vanished.

ANDRE Avias discusses borders and language in relation to minority Francophone
identities. Using two examples from literature — one centered on the story of a woman
and her family in Maghreb, the other on communities living in a Canadian territory -
he argues that the French language allows them to assert their existence, their history,
their suffering and even their absence in the mind of the Other.

RaN1A MAKTABI addresses women’s interests in the Middle East and North Afri-
ca (MENA) where the border runs between states in which political order has been
maintained - here seen as ‘realms of peace’- and states that constitute zones of war.
She argues that women living in zones of war in MENA have seen their civil rights,
health and economic conditions deteriorate under extreme forms of militarized and
sexualized violence. However, in realms of peace, women have gained wider civil and
socioeconomic rights.

RoOBERT MIKKELSEN illustrates the role that ethnicity has played in American poli-
tics and how it has functioned as both a boundary/barrier and a bridge to groups wish-
ing to take part in American life. He makes use of two different definitions of a nation
- as a homogeneous community or as a heterogeneous association. He employs this
distinction to examine the impact of ethnicity in the American past and present, as
well as in a wider international context.

JoHANNA WAGNER discusses the rhetorical boundaries constructed against women
by members of the Republican Party (GOP) in the US. She argues that GOP politi-
cians have sought to frame women’s issues entirely without reference to women. They
have cut and cropped women out of the picture of women’s issues in order to discount
them from political discourse altogether. This placement of women outside the frame
of issues serves to deprive women of their rights of citizenship.

WLADIMIR CHAVEZ describes Trump's Immigration Policy and reflects on three
aspects — ethnic discrimination, identity and borders - in a three-case study of films
and TV series, which were released within the first two years of Trump’s presidency:
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Run Coyote Run (2017), Beatriz at Dinner (2017) and Sicario: Day of the Soldado (2018).
Chavez finds that all three are products of their time, since their plots end up fitting a
political and social situation which is relevant and very well known to their audience.

MARjO RYNNING examines how traditional niche savings banks have survived in
competition with larger, commercial banks and more profit-oriented savings banks.
By looking at the shifting technological, economic and political conditions, Rynning
argues that the borders of niche bank markets have been redefined. This brings new
questions to the forefront: What is a savings bank? Who are their stakeholders? Will
the niche savings banks be able to survive in the new technological and political en-
vironment?

Finally, HENRIK SKAUG SZTRA looks at the boundaries between human beings and
machines. Throughout history there have been many attempts at demarcating hu-
manity and identifying what makes us special. It is clear that the task of demarcating
the essence of being human is a daunting task — even more so with the rise of artificial
intelligence in society. Seetra argues that the issue is important because if one cannot
meaningfully separate man and machine, must not machines then be given a moral
status?
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Periodization and Temporal Boundaries -
Defining the Middle Ages

Torgeir Landro

Introduction

During the 1960s and 1970s, educational systems within several European countries
witnessed a declining interest in history as a school subject. The response to the crisis,
however, took different directions. While the German school of history didactics was
concerned with the concept of ‘historical consciousness, the Anglo-Saxon branch of
didactics gave more attention to historical capabilities and so-called ‘second order
concepts, like periodization, continuity and change (Korber 2015, p. 19; Kvande and
Naastad 2016, p. 31).

Norwegian curriculums contain an explicit expectation that pupils after the sev-
enth grade are able to give an account of essential features of the medieval period, the
Renaissance and the Enlightenment. It is also a part of the benchmark requirement
that the pupils are able to discuss different reasons for this periodization framework
(SAF1-03).

Within historical scholarship, periodization is often described as a complex exer-
cise, sometimes in pejorative terms. At the same time, there seems to be an agreement
among historians that a framework of periodization is necessary to get hold of all
the information available in the historical records. To organize the past in chunks of
chronology is allegedly the only way to highlight certain traits of the seamless web
of events (Melve 2016, p. 9). Some historians even claim that periodization is a key
concept at the heart of the discipline since it forces the historian to extract what the
essential features of an epoch are.

There have been a lot of discussions regarding the temporal boundaries of the
Middle Ages, and the period is therefore a case in point to shed light on the differ-
ent factors that affect how we structure the past. This chapter has a twofold purpose:
first, to provide a survey of relevant studies and introduce some prominent historians
who have given important contributions regarding the chronological boundaries that
define the Middle Ages. Next, to show how differing opinions as to what criteria the
periodization should be based on influence the framing of the Middle Ages. A period-
ization scheme is never neutral, but dependent on perspective. The terms ‘boundary’
and ‘limit’ are, thus, in this context conveyed in a chronological sense to designate the
conceptual frameworks of historical periods.
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Periodization - An Unavoidable Evil?

Continuity, change and periodization are central theoretical concepts in the discipline
of history. The act of periodization is not, however, a modern invention, nor an activ-
ity reserved for professional historians. Saint Augustine, the leading theologian of the
early Middle Ages, divided the history of the world into six ages, inspired both by the
six ages of life and the six days of creation (Le Goft 2015, pp. 6-7; Hoyt and Chodorow
1976, p. 1). Later, the hundred-year period - the century - became a much-used unit
of time. But, as Le Goff remarks, since it is very rare that a year “ending in ‘00 marks
the watershed, long and short centuries have become very popular among historians”
(Le Goft 2015, p. 3). In recent years, the concepts of “Big History”, “Deep history” and
the Anthropocene have emerged, dealing with grand narratives and a much longer
timescale than historians used to (Blackbourn 2012, p. 306).

But there is also a tendency moving in the opposite direction, cutting history into
very short chunks of time: “the six months, the thirty days, the five days that changed
the course of history” (Blackbourn 2012, p. 305). The most famous periodization
scheme, however, is probably the traditional tripartite division of Antiquity, The Mid-
dle Ages and Modern times, established in the seventeenth century, and still manifest
in textbooks, curriculums, journals and the organizational structure of conferences
and history departments.

The act of periodization is, nevertheless, described in ambivalent terms in histor-
ical scholarship. According to Peter Stearns, periodization is the “fundamental intel-
lectual issue in historical thinking” (Stearns 1987, p. 562). He also describes period-
ization as “the conceptual tool that makes change over time a manageable topic, and
therefore history teaching feasible” (Stearns 1987, p. 562). According to Stearns, it is
necessary for students to be aware of major historical turning points, and therefore for
teachers to discuss alternative schemes of periodization, and what kind of organizing
principles the existing periodization is based on (Stearns 1987, p. 561). In his historio-
graphical survey over different ways to conceptualize the medieval period, Sullivan in
the same vein claims that a study in periodization lies at the very heart of historical
scholarship (Sullivan 1984, p. 79).

Although there is an acknowledgment that periodization is a scholarly activity of
uttermost importance, it is also recognized that this branch of historical scholarship is
neglected. Stearns asserts that few texts deal with periodization as an analytical issue
(Stearns 1987, p. 562). William A. Green points to the very same paradox in his survey
on periodization in European and World History: “Periodization is among the most
prominent and least scrutinized theoretical properties of history” (Green 1992, p. 13).

Nor is it hard to find pejorative statements concerning periodization. The medi-
eval historian Le Goff underlines that there is nothing neutral or innocent about pe-
riodization, instead highlighting its complex character, where personal biases are not
unusual (Le Goff 2015, p. 2—4). Although periodization is supposed to help organizing
time, it sometimes has the opposite effect, causing “problems in making sense of the
past” (Le Goft 2015, p. 4).
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Slogans and catchy phrases like “history is a seamless web” (Hollister 1992, p. 6)
and “Time has in reality no division” (Blackbourn 2012, p. 310) are not hard to find.
Based on such premises, periodization schemes have also been described as artificial,
arbitrary and rigid constructs (Blackbourn 2012, p. 301; Green 1992, p. 13). The pejora-
tive statements are actually flourishing, and periodization has been portrayed as a su-
perficial, pedantic and trivial exercise (Moore and Davis 2006, pp. 214-215), enforcing
“intellectual straitjackets” (Green 1992, p. 13) on people’s conceptualization of the past.

Dividing history into different time units has nevertheless been done for a long
time, and the first traces of a conceptualization of a middle period are found in the
Renaissance.

The Conventional Boundaries of the Middle Ages

The ordinary man and woman living in the Middle Ages did not have a notion of a
decisive break that had taken place between themselves and the Roman past. They
regarded their own civilization as the “cultural continuation of Roman Antiquity”
(Hoyt and Chodorow 1976, p. 1). The first ones to introduce an idea of a turning point
initiating a new era were the Italian humanists of the fourteenth and fifteenth centu-
ry. Petrarch (1304-1374) thus distinguished between “ancient histories” and “modern
histories”, with the conversion of Constantine marking the great divide. The label “the
dark ages” with its negative connotations was a part of Petrarch’s legacy for the future.

Flavio Biondo (1388-1463) followed up the recognition of a periodic split some
decades later, this time with the sack of Rome as the boundary marker (Hoyt and
Chodorow 1976, pp. 1-2). At the other end of the timeline, the Italian humanists rec-
ognized a rebirth of classical ideals. Although the notion of revitalization was reserved
for art and literature and not applied to history in general, a tripartite division was
nevertheless foreshadowed (Hoyt and Chodorow 1976, p. 2). Some generations later,
Protestant historians strengthened the conceptualization of a middle period, begin-
ning with the disintegration of the West Roman Empire. Now the dominant papacy
represented the decline, and Luther’s return to the original church was pictured as a
rebirth (Hoyt and Chodorow 1976, p. 3).

Although anticipated by humanists and Protestant historians, it was the Dutch
historian Christoph Keller who really enforced the tripartite periodization scheme of
Antiquity, the Middle Ages and Modern History, with the book “History of the Mid-
dle Age from the Times of Constantine the Great to the Capture of Constantinople by
the Turks” (1688). To make a broad generalization: ever since the medieval period has
been regarded as a distinct epoch, with certain defining traits and essential features,
institutions and behavioural patterns such as feudalism, serfdom, knights, papal bulls,
crusades, scholasticism and inquisitions, to mention some of them (Sullivan 1984,
p- 83). Among the majority of the medieval historians of the last generations, there
has been a kind of consensus that the Middle Ages started roughly around 500 AD,
and likewise, at the other end of the timeline, a general agreement that the medieval
period ended around 1500 AD. These chronological limits thus encompass the period.
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Some historians have found the most prominent and defining features in the “power
of the Church and the dominance of the papacy” (Hollister 1992, p. 8). Others por-
tray the period as an epoch of superstition and ignorance. Chris Wickham’s Medieval
Europe, which is one of the last contributions in the field, points to unifying features
and traits within the political, economic as well as the cultural and religious realms
(Wickham 2016).

The prevalence of Keller’s periodization scheme does not mean, however, that there
have not been any discussions as to when the Middle Ages started and ended. Sulli-
van refers to “intellectual wars waged to define the chronological limits of our special
period” (Sullivan 1984, p. 79). Several scholars have during the years questioned and
challenged these traditional chronological boundaries, revealing a different approach
as to what kind of criteria should define the medieval period.

When did the Middle Ages start?

The famous Enlightenment historian Edward Gibbon had depicted the fall of the
West Roman Empire as a sudden breakdown, blaming Christianity for weakening
the Roman moral virtues, and the following medieval period as a period of decline
and collapse. There have, however, been several suggestions regarding the exact man-
ifestation of the breakdown. While some historians point to the deposing of the last
emperor of the West Roman Empire in 476, others throw emphasis on the sack of
Rome in 410, or the moving of the imperial capitol to Constantinople in 330 (Hollister
1982, p. 4; Sullivan 1984, p. 82; Raedts 1996, p. 16).

Even though the dates and years differ, the suggested turning points reveal a dis-
tinct historiographical tradition. The focus is on specific events, mainly political, re-
vealing an episodic historiographical approach. A theoretical orientation where ex-
actness and precision are prime virtues, leads to a search for the exact manifestation
of the end of the Graeco-Roman world (Olson 2007, pp. 65-66; Green 1992, p. 15;
Sullivan 1984, p. 82).

The Pirenne Thesis

The Belgian scholar Henri Pirenne challenged the established notion and introduced
a new historical perspective. He maintained that the Germanic invasions did not rep-
resent a crucial break. In his famous book, Mohammed and Charlemagne (Pirenne
1939), he argued that Roman culture lived on in the Germanic successor states after
the disintegration of the empire. The barbarians admired the Roman lifestyle, and
for centuries Roman law, customs, institutions, and language lived on. Furthermore,
in the Frankish Kingdom Pirenne allegedly found evidence of the presence of goods
like spices, gold, olive oil and papyrus up to the late seventh century. These com-
modities had to originate from the southern and eastern side of the Mediterranean.
Consequently, the Mediterranean Sea was still the centre of trade and communication
(Olson 2007, pp. 65-66).
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In the eighth century, however, all of these commodities disappeared. The only
plausible explanation was that Europe had been cut off from eastern trade by the Is-
lamic conquest. An ‘economy of no outlets, where money lost its value, led to feu-
dalism and paved the way for a figure like Charlemagne and in turn a new form of
government, moving the centre of Europe from the Mediterranean to northern Eu-
rope. Thus, according to Pirenne the eight century — and not the fifth — was the trans-
formative century, bringing Antiquity to a close (Olson 2007, pp. 65-66; Moore and
Davis 2006, pp. 193-195).

As Lynette Olson asserts, Pirenne was innovative in two ways: “his thesis is argued
mainly from economic evidence and it proposes a non-European explanation for the
origin of Europe” (Olson 2007, p. 66). The emphasis on economic and cultural rather
than political criteria, and a widening of the lens, resulted in a different periodiza-
tion framework. Pirenne was, however, criticized and later archaeological findings
revealed that the Mediterranean trade had been in a slow and gradual decline for cen-
turies, for other reasons than the Arab conquest, thus undermining Pirenne’s thesis
(Moore and Davis 2006, p. 195; Olson 2007, p. 66).

Late Antiquity

Related to Pirenne’s approach, but with a more lasting influence on current historical
scholarship, was Peter Brown’s thesis, outlined in his famous book The World of Late
Antiquity from 1971. Brown has been credited with inventing “a new epoch” - Late An-
tiquity — and according to Moore and Davis, Brown’s approach induced “great changes
in the ways in which many now think not only about this period but about history in
general” (Moore and Davis 2006, p. 216). Instead of focusing on the empire, Brown
wrote a history from the ground up, highlighting the social and cultural conditions
of the community (Moore and Davis 2006, p. 219). By this shift of focus, a more dy-
namic period with new chronological limits emerged. Instead of catastrophe, fall and
decline, Brown observed continuity, change over time, creativity and innovations. Yes,
there were signs of a ruralization, with shrinking cities and trade crumbling. But this
development started in the third century and was not set in motion by the deposition
of the West Roman emperor in 476. There were also, in line with Pirenne’s observa-
tions, continuities within the social and cultural spheres, where Roman customs and
family traditions were maintained (Moore and Davis 2006, p. 217).

Moreover, the period between 300 and 700 was also an epoch with new begin-
nings: Christianity and Islam came to dominate many aspects of human life in Europe
and the Near East respectively. In stark contrast to Gibbon’s sudden break, Brown thus
depicted a transitional period stretching over several centuries, where two new world
religions rose to dominance, and the Graeco-Roman world was slowly and gradually
transformed into three different cultures; Latin Europe, the Byzantine Empire and
the Islamic civilization (Moore and Davis 2006, p. 218). Peter Brown set the ending
date for Late Antiquity at around 750, when the Abbasids were taking over for the
Umayyads, and the Franco-Papal Alliance was established. The latter resulted firstly
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in the founding of the Papal State, and secondly, in the Carolingian dynasty replacing
the Merovingian in Francia (Hollister 1992, p. 10).

Peter Brown’s periodization structure is echoed in several introductory textbooks.
The title of part I in Rosenweins A Short History of the Middle Ages, “Three Cultures
from One’, is inspired by Brown’s thesis (Rosenwein 2009, p. 59). The very same struc-
ture is found in Sverre Bagge’s Europa tar form; a book present at many curriculums
for university-level introductory courses in Norway (Bagge 2004).

Brown’s closing date of Antiquity has, however, been challenged and objections
have been raised. Patrick Geary pointed to elements of continuity that bridged the
rupture allegedly taking place around 750. Geary argued that Merovingian Francia
should not be conceived as rude and barbaric. It carried on the Roman legacy regard-
ing politics, economy, and institutions, thus resembling the later Carolingian Empire
(Hollister 1992, pp. 10-11). Moreover, according to Thomas F. X. Noble, the roots to the
papal dominance could be traced back to before 750 (Hollister 1992, p. 11).

The Feudal Revolution

The French historian Georges Duby wanted to push the end of Late Antiquity even
further and found the great divide as late as the eleventh century. By a thorough ex-
amination of many records from regions in France, Duby observed a crucial break
in inheritance customs and family structure taking place around the year 1000, with
far-reaching consequences. The early eleventh century witnessed a sudden breakdown
of public and royal authority established under Carolingian rule. Therefore, the aristo-
cratic families became more independent and superior, using their castles as bastions
(encastlement) from which they enforced a harsher and more aggressive line towards
the peasants. The consequence was the privatization and decentralization of political
power, where those who fought and prayed usurped those who worked (Moore and
Davis 2006, pp. 453-55; Evergates 1997, p. 642). This change, in turn, caused a series of
related developments: the elite families moved in dynastic directions, and primogen-
iture was introduced to secure stability. Consequently, younger sons were forced to
find other careers, and knighthood, chivalry, and romantic literature followed in the
wake (Moore and Davis 2006, p. 454). With no chances of inheriting land, the second
and third sons of the French aristocracy resorted to warfare and crusading. Taken to-
gether, a profound change in political and social structures took place around the year
1000, with a breakdown of public authority and the feudal aristocracy filling the void.
This, in turn, had grave repercussions for society at large and formed the essential
characteristics of the ancient regime until the French revolution, according to Duby.

Overall, there is a great variety of opinions as to when the Middle Ages started.
Depending on theoretical orientation and what distinguishing criteria to apply, three
quite different suggestions come into view. Turning now to the closing of the medieval
period, the list of suggestions is no shorter.
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When did the Middle Ages end?

As with the beginning of the Middle Ages, a lot of dates and events around the year
1500 have been proposed as suggestions to mark the end of the Middle Ages; but
for different reasons (Melve 2016, p. 10). The fall of Constantinople and the Eastern
Empire in 1453 was closely connected to the turning point of 476 when the western
half had fallen (Le Goff 2003, p. 30). Columbus’ discovery of the new world in 1492
is arguably an alternative. In the very same year two other rather important, though
unrelated events took place, described by Le Goft as ‘a happy coincidence’ (Le Goff
2003, p. 31); first, that the Arabs were driven out of Grenada in the Iberian Peninsula,
and secondly, Charles VIIT’s invasion of Italy (Sullivan 1984, p. 82; Le Goff 2003, p. 31).
Luther’s Reformation in 1517 is yet another crucial event. Luther’s “act of defiance
against the Roman church” (Sullivan 1984, p. 82) broke the religious unity established
by the rise of the papacy during the early Middle Ages. Protestant historians shared
the opinion of the Reformation as a turning point: the prominence of the papacy
was an expression of the medieval decline, which ended when Luther restored the
original evangelical church (Hoyt and Chodorow 1976, p. 2). Another seminal event
is Copernicus’ publication of On the Revolutions of Heavenly Bodies in 1543 (Sullivan
1984, p. 82), initiating the scientific revolution. One might also add the invention of
the printing press, which was a precondition for the rapid proliferation of Luther’s
ideas (Le Goff 2003, p. 31). These happenings comprise a cluster of events of some im-
portance, not causally related, nevertheless taking place within a timespan of hundred
years centred around 1500.

The Renaissance

During the nineteenth century, the concept of the Renaissance as an age unto itself
emerged, marking the end of the Middle Ages. The very term “renaissance” had been
used for centuries, but it was not until the nineteenth century that the concept was
broadened, encompassing more than just art and poetry (Le Goft 2015, p. 33). The
two historians, who should be credited for inventing the idea of the Renaissance as a
distinct period, are Michelet and Burkhardt.

What distinguished the Renaissance from the Middle Ages? Not only the rebirth
of classical ideals within art and poetry, but also the rediscovery of man and man’s
creative and artistic abilities. This new and positive perception of man, embedded in
the telling title of one of Michelet’s lectures: “Man’s Victory over God” (Le Goff 2015,
p- 35), stood in stark contrast to the medieval notion, where “the individual was subject
to the constraints of religion, social environment, and the force of prevailing custom”
(Le Goft 2015, p. 39). According to Michelet, the modern world was born with, first,
Marco Polos and Columbus’ journeys marking the first steps towards globalization,
next, with the growing power for the people within European monarchies (Le Goff
2015, p. 34), and finally, with the “return to paganism, to pleasure, to sensuality, to lib-
erty” (Le Goff 2015, p. 35). The historian Burckhardt (Le Goff 2015, p. 37) emphasized,
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in addition to humanism, an increased focus on nature, resulting in the emergence of
scholarly disciplines like zoology and botany (Le Goff 2015, p. 40). He also pointed to
growing secularization and the flowering of secular festivals (Le Goff 2015, pp. 41-43).
Later historians have pointed to inventions like artillery and the mechanical clock,
and a more dynamic economy (Le Goft 2015, p. 56).

A Decisive Break in the Eleventh Century?

However, several historians have since then been critical of the conclusions that Mi-
chelet and Burckhardt drew from their findings. One objection is that the Renais-
sance of the fourteenth century was just one of several renaissances. With his ground-
breaking work, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century, from 1927, Charles Homer
Haskins (Haskins 1927) led the way for a long list of historians who rather pointed
to the twelfth century as the “great divide between late-antique and modern eras”
(Hollister 1992, p. 12), each giving emphasis to different defining traits and features.
According to Harold J. Berman, who focused on the legal realm, the modern western
legal system was founded in the eleventh and twelfth centuries with the rediscovery
of Roman law (Berman 1983; Hollister 1992, p. 12). Michael Clanchy and Brian Stock
both emphasize the breakthrough and proliferation of writing, a phenomenon aptly
designated by the famous slogan “from memory to written record” (Clanchy 1979;
Hollister 1992, p. 16). Raedts supports this notion by drawing attention to the fact
that modern editions of medieval records, like Patrologia Latina and Monumenta Ger-
maniae Historica, are all-inclusive for the centuries preceding 1200, but quite selective
after that. This change was due to increased literary activity, and Raedts takes these
observations as an indication that Europe had now entered a new stage and become a
literate society (Raedts 1996, p. 17). Turning to demographic and economic factors, the
eleventh century witnessed a take-off in several spheres: urbanization, growth in trade
and population, and increased agricultural production. The latter was helped by tech-
nological improvements like a better plow, the replacement of the ox with the horse,
and the development of the horse collar and horseshoes, watermills, and the threefold
crop rotation (Olson 2007, p. 153). Taken together, Lynnette Olson concluded that
“Europe at the end of the eleventh century was a very different place than Europe at
the beginning of the eleventh century” (Olson 2007, p. 154). Adding to this picture the
findings of Duby mentioned earlier, and the eleventh and twelfth centuries stand out
as a natural and profound watershed.

The Long Middle Ages

While some historians, as noted, have pointed to the renaissance of the twelfth cen-
tury as a more natural and profound watershed than the events taking place in the
sixteenth century, others have argued for an expansion of the epoch, prolonging the
Middle Ages to around 1800. The most prominent proponent for this view is perhaps
the French historian Jacques Le Goft, with his concept of the long Middle Ages.
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Le Goft set forth a view that undermined the very idea of a break around 1500 and
contested several of the milestones put forward by other historians. He played down
the importance of the Reformation, considering it merely as “one of a whole series
of reforms” (Le Goff 2003, p. 32). Furthermore, Le Goff maintained that the split of
Christianity into two branches was no shocking event for the contemporaries, who
were used to excommunicated kingdoms and two or three rival popes (Le Goft 2003,
p- 38). In the same vein, he played down the age of discovery and the significance of
the achievements attributed to Columbus and Magellan. The preconditions for deep-
sea navigation were found in the Middle Ages, for instance the introduction of the
square sail and the compass in the thirteenth century (Le Goff 2015, p. 80). Neither
were the consequences of these voyages seriously felt before the unification of the
states of America in the late eighteenth century, when the USA began to enter the
global stage (Le Goff 2015, pp. 79-80).

According to Le Goft, the important question the historian must ask is: “in the
enlargement brought about in 1492, which is more important, that which ends or that
which continues™? (Le Goff 2015, p. 92). His answer to this particular question is that
“with regard not only to culture but also to economics, politics, and social relations,
(...) no fundamental changes occurred in the sixteenth century, nor indeed at any time
before the middle of the eighteenth century, that would justify our marking off the
Middle Ages from a new and different period” (Le Goff 2015, p. 79).

Instead, Le Goff observed in many spheres of society “a pattern of continuity from
the Middle Ages to the Renaissance and beyond” (Le Goff 2015, p. 85). Although there
admittedly were certain noticeable agricultural innovations taking place during the
Middle Ages, as noted earlier, the medieval economy was still rural and agrarian until
the industrial revolution (Le Goft 2015, p. 81). Within this rural world, Le Goff found
other elements of continuity. The medieval diet consisted mostly of vegetables and ce-
real grains. Not until the eighteenth century were there signs of any significant change,
when wheat replaced other cereals and the elite demanded better food (Le Goft 2015,
p. 84). Likewise, famine and plague occurred time and again well beyond the sixteenth
century (Le Goff 2015, pp. 82-83). As far as religion was concerned, Europe was still
“covered with cathedrals” (Le Goff 2015, p. 88), despite the division into Catholics and
Protestants. And most Europeans remained Christians until the eighteenth century.
Turning to politics and government, the phenomenon of feudal warfare was admit-
tedly gradually neutralized by the emergence of the state during the Middle Ages. The
monarchy nevertheless survived and remained the preferred form of government un-
til the French Revolution (Le Goff 2015, p. 88-89). Overall, the elements of continuity
weighed more and overshadowed the propounded break around 1500 AD.

So, when did the long Middle Ages end, according to Le Goft? As already indicat-
ed, Le Goff pointed to the eighteenth century as the decisive turn, bringing the Middle
Ages to an end. The Enlightenment, the Industrial and the French revolutions led to
changes in almost every aspect of medieval society (Le Goff 2015, pp. 104-106; Hol-
lister 1992, p. 20). The modern industry generated agricultural reforms, urbanization
and other modes of production. The new intellectual movement prompted seculariza-
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tion and a new form of rationality, followed by modern science, bringing the religious
and superstitious Middle Ages to an end. With the French revolution, the medieval
monarchies were overthrown. Together these events caused social, political, religious,
philosophical and economic changes, thus transforming society in its entirety (Le
Goft 2015, pp. 105-106; Le Goff 2003, p. 32).

Criteria that Influence Periodization

What can this historiographical survey tell us about the act of periodization? What
kind of differentiating factors affect the periodization?

Theoretical Orientation

First, the survey makes clear the obvious fact that every periodization scheme depends
on what kind of criteria, that is what aspect or realm of the society, the historian places
emphasis on. Many of the attempts to fix a specific date or a year that marks the begin-
ning or the end of the Middle Ages reveal a historical philosophy that has exactness
“as the prime virtue” (Sullivan 1984, p. 82), and therefore seeks to find “precise events
and dates” (Sullivan 1984, p. 82), to mark the beginning or the end of an era. Histori-
ans using this historical paradigm often give attention to important persons, leading
to a portrayal of the Middle Ages focused on kings and nobles, wars and political
events (Sullivan 1984, p. 83-84). Within such a view, it makes sense to emphasize the
deposing of the last West Roman emperor in 476 or the fall of Constantinople in 1453.

Pirenne’s thesis, although contested, illustrates that a shift of attention from polit-
ical events to trade and economic criteria leads to another timeframe. According to
Pirenne, the Islamic conquest broke Europe’s connection to the Orient and paved the
way for Charlemagne and the Carolingian empire, whose breakdown led to a feudal
economy; one of the defining characteristics of the Middle Ages. Likewise, Le Goft’s
shift of focus from political events to social criteria — everyday life and behavioral
patterns — upgraded the elements of continuity that cross over the traditional tem-
poral boundaries. Sullivan makes a long list of such aspects of society, which earlier
generations of historians ignored, but which in later years have come to the fore: “de-
mographic trends, climatic changes, prices, technology, kinship groupings, marriage
practices, family structures, sexuality, child rearing, aging, dying, health, criminality,
disease, social mobility, popular beliefs, and nonliterary modes of communication”
(Sullivan 1984, p. 89).

Contemporary Values

The next point, which is not at all controversial, is that our conception of the past and
of historical periodization is a reflection of our own time. Shaw, leaning on Ricoeur,
states that “historical knowledge is a present-day understanding of the past, and such
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an understanding presupposes present-day concerns that define significance” (Shaw
2010, p. 47). Hoyt and Chodorow give several examples of how the assessment of the
medieval period — mostly negative, but also positive - “depends heavily on contempo-
rary standpoint and interests” (Hoyt and Chodorow 1976, p. 3). Protestant historians
had a negative view of the Middle Ages due to the supremacy of the papacy. Likewise,
Gibbon and his contemporaries, who were convinced that “history constituted the
struggle between reason and unreason” (Hoyt and Chodorow 1976, p. 2), held the
religious and superstitious Middle Ages in contempt.

On the other hand, the historians of the early nineteenth century, who had wit-
nessed the chaos caused by the French revolution, instead found history’s end in the
movement towards the modern nation-state, which had its roots in the Middle Ages.
Consequently, the negative view of the medieval period was reassessed (Hoyt and
Chodorow 1976, p. 3).

How World War II changed French and British historians’ view on the fall of the
Roman Empire, is another example that illustrates how a historian’s conception of
the past is affected by contemporary standpoints and events. While Henri Pirenne
prior to the war had argued for continuity in both social, legal and economic aspects
despite the German invasions, and Ferdinand Lot in 1927 pointed to internal factors
and moral decay, André Piganiol had a completely different explanation immediately
after the World War. In 1947 he concluded that the Roman civilization was destroyed
by the Germans (Moore and Davis 2006, p. 216). It was probably not a coincidence
that the interests for the aggressive German tribes were renewed two years after the
World War.

Contemporary research interests and methodologies also affect where the tempo-
ral boundaries are drawn. One of the factors that have contributed to changing our
conception of the Middle Ages, is according to Sullivan the powerful moral impera-
tives of democracy and egalitarianism, which have led the historical research in new
directions. When the past in recent years has been studied with the value of egalitar-
ianism as a lens and guiding line, the ‘silent’ and anonymous people of the Middle
Ages, like peasants, women, children, craftsmen, the aged and the sick, etc. have come
to the fore (Sullivan 1984, p. 90). In his edited version of Davis’ classic, Moore com-
ments on the striking absence of topics like “marriage and family life, sexuality, gender
identities, the position and perception of women” etc. from Davis’ narrative (Moore
and Davis 2006, p. 452). This shift of focus has driven the attention “away from events
toward deep-rooted and enduring structures undergirding the passing pageant of
mere happenings” (Sullivan 1984, p. 91). The new approach has repercussions for the
conception of the unique and essential aspects of the Middle Ages, and consequently
what constitutes the epoch-making events. The structures made of habits of daily life,
behavioral patterns, demographic factors and the like are changing more slowly, and
are to a lesser extent affected by “grand actions of great personages” (Sullivan 1984,
pp- 91- 92). This historical approach has primarily been promoted by the influential
French Annales school from the 1930s onwards, with Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre
as the “founding fathers”, and Fernand Braudel and Le Goff belonging to the second
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generation (Sullivan 1984, p. 89). The concept of longue durée (Eng. the long term),
promoted primarily by Braudel, is recognized in Le Gofl’s view on history: “From all
of this, it seems to me, one critical implication emerges concerning the periodization
of history. True discontinuities are rare. Ruptures in the strict sense, clean breaks with
what went before, are seldom observed. The usual case is the more or less long, the
more or less profound transformation” (Le Goft 2015, p. 78).

The emphasis on longue durée and the daily life of the masses — or the little people
— are concerns that relate to the concept of historical thinking in the didactic litera-
ture. Seixas and Peck point to ‘significance” as one of the key elements of historical
thinking (Seixas and Peck 2004, p. 111), and Dave Neumann, referring to Levesque,
breaks ‘Historical significance’ down into several criteria, among others quantity: how
many did the event or movement affect? (Neumann 2011, p. 212). Many propounded
epochal events and turning points can be undermined when measured against this
criterion. The breakthrough and increased use of writing from the eleventh-century
onwards (Clanchy) did primarily take place among the intelligentsia (Hollister 1992,
p. 18), which made up just a tiny fraction of the people living in the Middle Ages. The
cultural revival of the fourteenth and fifteenth century Renaissance was also primarily
an upper-class phenomenon (Green 1992, p. 26). Finally, Green is very clear that the
question whether or not 1500 represents a watershed in world history, depends on
whether the elite or common people are the focal point of the analysis: “it is an elitist
notion to draw the frontier between medieval and modern at the year 1500, for it is
principally concerned with transformations occurring among people of wealth, edu-
cation and influence” (Green 1992, p. 31).

Geography

The organizing of the past is not only a reflection of the historian’s own time and
contemporary standpoint. Geography is another important factor, meaning that a
periodization scheme depends on the historian’s geographical point of departure. A
severe objection to the traditional tripartite structure is the Eurocentric orientation
of the framework, which makes it more or less irrelevant for other continents. Both
Columbus’ discovery of America in 1492 and the Reformation in 1517 reveal a Euro-
centric worldview (Melve 2016, p. 10). Le Goft, therefore, states that “As soon as we
turn our attention away from the West, chronology (the sixth to fifteenth centuries)
is inadequate when discussing the Middle Ages. It is not meaningful to apply the
epithet medieval to Arabia, India and Japan” (Le Goff 2003, p. 40). This phenom-
enon of overgeneralization can also be witnessed in a smaller scale, when general
statements are inferred from observations of traits and features in one single country.
Robinson observes that the Renaissance unfolded in Italy “at a time when much of
the rest of Europe is still happily medieval” (Robinson 1984, p. 750). Duby’s thesis on
the epoch-making feudal revolution of the eleventh century has been criticized for
the same reason: “he wrote as though France were the whole of Europe: the changes
he describes did not happen in the same ways, or happened much more slowly, else-
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where” (Moore and Davis 2006, p. 457). Le Gofl is also insinuating a certain extent of
national bias when he claims that the significance of Columbus’ discovery in 1492 is
especially favored by Americans (Le Goft 2003, p. 31).

The fact that geography plays an important part is also evident in the different
framing of the late Middle Ages, which is a label conveyed for the last two or three
centuries of the medieval period. In the Nordic countries, the late Middle Ages were
initiated by the arrival of the Black Death around 1350 (Helle et al. 2013, p. 26; Moseng
et al. 1999, p. 263). For Europe as a whole, 1300 is a more conventional starting point,
thus including The Great Famine (1315-1317) among its crises (Blockmans and Hop-
penbrouwers 2014, pp. 327-329; Hollister 1982, p. 320). In the case of Germany, howev-
er, the starting point of Spdtmittelalter is usually set as early as 1250, with the death of
Frederick II marking the beginning of the disintegration of the Holy Roman Empire
(Hoyt and Chodorow 1976, pp. 486-490; Leuschner 1980, p. 34)

The effect of geographical orientation is plain to see when discussing the years
around 1500 as a possible turning point. Green emphasizes, in line with Le Goft’s
notion, the continuities between 1000 and 1800, and argues for a new periodization
of European history, playing down 1500 as a watershed. He admits, however, that the
picture changes if the lens is widened and the centre of attention is moved from the
European continent to the World as a whole (Green 1992, p. 51). In search of “common
denominators for all regions of the globe” to structure the history of the World (Green
1992, p. 51), the discovery of Columbus turns up again as an event of fundamental
importance: “For the global historian, the age of discovery initiated a process of action
and reaction that has, over the last 500 years, linked all the world’s people in a shared
experience” (Green 1992, p. 52).

Overall, the act of dividing time into meaningful chunks of chronology depends
on contemporary standpoints, values and interests, which determine what kind of
aspects of human activity, be it political, social, economic, demographic, etc., one em-
phasizes. The drawing of the temporal boundaries also depends on the geographical
point of departure, and whether the elite or the common people are in focus. Addi-
tionally, although each historian is influenced by the values of his own time, there is
of course also room for an individual theoretical orientation. Le Goft, for instance,
frankly reveals a conviction that discontinuities are rare (Le Goft 2015, p. 78). Now and
then even the historians biography and bias play a part. Michelet is a case in point.
His conception of the Middle Ages was a reflection of his personal life as much as his
professional historical conviction. He initially thought of the Middle Ages as a bright
and cheerful period. But when his wife died, this conception changed, and for the rest
of his life he regarded the Middle Ages as dark and gloomy, in stark contrast to the
new light the Renaissance created (Le Goft 2015, p. 32).

The Medieval Period of Today - A Captive of Tradition?

With a term (‘the middle period’) that was coined in the seventeenth century, and a
concept that was firmly established when the historical discipline was professional-
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ized during the nineteenth century, nowadays historians are put in a situation where
the model does not fit the data anymore. Hoyt and Chodorow give an apt description
of the situation: “Twentieth century historians are certainly more aware than their
predecessors that the organization of the past depends heavily on the contemporary
standpoint and interests, but they still rely on the traditional chronological categories
in their work” (Hoyt and Chodorow 1976, p. 3). There is, evidently, in modern histor-
ical scholarship a tension between the gravity of the traditional tripartite timeframe,
inaugurated centuries ago, and the awareness that this model fails to capture essential
aspects and patterns that transcend the traditional boundaries. How have historians
of later generations dealt with this situation?

Different strategies and different approaches to these circumstances can be ob-
served. One strategy is to set the temporal limits using a vaguer vocabulary. Sullivan
claims that some historians have had the tactic of blurring their ideal of precision by
terms and idioms borrowed from natural sciences, like the “dawn” or the “birth” of the
Middle Ages (Sullivan 1984, p. 83). A variant of this strategy is to confess openly that
the traditional boundaries are kept for the sake of convenience, as Barbara Rosenwein
does. She sets the timeframe “from about 300 to about 1500”, but adds in parenthesis
“there are no decisive ‘start’ and ‘stop’ dates, so an author can put them where they
seem to make sense” (Rosenwein 2009, p. 16).

Another strategy is to make a compromise by retaining the conventional markers,
but subdivide the medieval and modern epochs into smaller temporal units; early,
high and late Middle Ages (Green 1992, p. 37; Blackbourn 2012, pp. 302-303). Since
the 1840s, this sub periodization has been manifested in the English language by the
plural term Middle Ages (Robinson 1984, p. 747; Le Goff 2015, p. 17). In other languag-
es the medieval period is given in singular (German: Mittelalter; French: Moyen age;
Italian: Medioevo etc.; Robinson 1984, p. 747). After World War II the concept of early
modern Europe, reserved for 1500-1800, has been acknowledged (Blackbourn 2012,
p. 303).

A more radical approach is to suggest a completely new periodization framework.
According to Green a compromise with subdivisions does not suffice. With such a
solution, 1500 AD still remains the primary watershed, and consequently many of the
elements and traits of continuity will be ignored (Green 1992, p. 37). Concurring with
historians like Gerhard and Barraclough, Green concludes that there is time for a pro-
found revision of the tripartite system. Barraclough, focusing on ideas and attitudes,
launched the idea of a four-part scheme for the time after the disintegration of the
West Roman Empire (Green 1992, p. 37):

1 European prehistory, until 8-9o0

2 the age of the formation of European societies, 900-1300
3 the “Middle Ages” of Europe, 1300-1789

4  the modern period, 1789 to present
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Gerhard suggested other temporal boundaries, and considered the centuries
between 1000 and 1800 as one coherent and transitional period, leading from old
Europe to modern Europe, characterized by a tension and struggle “between two con-
flicting orientations to civil life” (Green 1992, p. 38): tradition against the struggle for
change, privileges against equality, local attachments against centralizing powers etc.
This struggle ended with the French revolution (Green 1992, p. 38).

The German historian and philosopher Reinhard Koselleck proposes an even
more radical approach and goes against the act of periodization itself. Inspired by the
Annales school’s distinctions between short-term events on the one hand and longer
terms and deeper structures on the other, Koselleck deduces that it is not possible to
encompass and include these different temporal layers in one periodization scheme
(Zammito 2004, p. 127). Instead, he coined the term Zeitschichten (layers of time), and
developed a theory of multiple temporalities, which according to Jordheim is “not a
theory of periodization, it is, furthermore, a theory developed to defy periodization”
(Jordheim 2012, p. 151). Historical time is complex and consists of multiple temporal
layers that overlap, differ in terms of pace and duration, and makes it impossible to
“freeze history in order to delimit and define breaks, discontinuities, time spans, be-
ginnings, and endings” (Jordheim 2012, p. 170).

Nevertheless, despite the attempts to modify or revise the traditional categories,
or the more radical approaches; to make new periods, or even to defy the act of pe-
riodization itself, the old, traditional tripartite division seems to survive. Hollister
laments that the traditional scheme “remains to this day an indestructible fossil of
self-congratulatory Renaissance humanism. It survives and flourishes despite the rad-
ically new approaches that have so enriched and transformed historical scholarship in
recent decades” (Hollister 1992, p. 7). Why is that? It seems that heavy, slow-changing
institutional structures within academia overrule well-founded scholarly objections
and judgements. And Hollister admits that he himself is part of the problem. His own
textbook on the Middle Ages, structured in a standard way, has just been printed
in its sixth edition. Furthermore, he is also fully occupied in training PhD-students
enrolled in the medieval history doctoral program (Hollister 1992, p. 21). Hollister is
thus himself a victim of the “rigidifying powers” of periodization mentioned earlier
(Green, 1992, p. 13). The traditional tripartite periodization made its headway during
the nineteenth century, at the same time as the universities and the education system
were growing. The history textbooks, the curriculums, and the course outlines had to
be structured according to a certain timeframe. As Le Goff puts it: “Teachers needed
dates, frameworks, points of reference” (Le Goff 2003, p. 30). The history departments
were staffed accordingly, and academic conferences and journals organized along the
same lines (Shaw 2010, p. 42; Green 1992, p. 13). It is, thus, a paradox that despite all
the serious statements that declare periodization “one of the most fundamental issues
that faces any historian” (Sullivan 1984, p. 79), it seems that institutional arrangement
and such trivial factors as the structure and organization of conferences, history de-
partments, and textbooks weigh more than scholarly arguments.
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Conclusion

As shown in this survey, every chronological limit set to frame the Middle Ages is up
for discussion. The Late Antiquity can arguably be prolonged by 500 years. On the
other end of the timeline, the crucial turning point marking the end of the Middle
Ages is also contested, and can feasibly be moved several centuries back or forth. In
his famous and entertaining essay, The Phases of European History and the Nonexis-
tence of the Middle Ages, C. Warren Hollister, with reference to Le Goff’s extended
Middle Ages, suggests a diminished Middle Ages - “shrunken to the vanishing point”
(Hollister 1992, p. 9). Postponing the end of Late Antiquity until the eleventh century
in line with Duby’s notion, and giving more emphasis to the Renaissance of the twelfth
century, the medieval period suddenly disappears!

Periodization touches the question of historical significance and reveals that the
evaluation of significance depends on the historians values, geographical and theo-
retical orientation. These factors combined affect where the temporal boundaries are
drawn. Green makes a strong case for both the importance of periodization and the
need for a revision of the traditional tripartite framework.

“Because historical periods are intellectual abstractions, they are among the most
important theoretical property of our discipline. Epochal divisions are too important
to be accepted unthinkingly as an intellectual inheritance from earlier generations.
Those who ordered our divisions of past time had different values, different priorities,
and different methodologies from our own” (Green 1992, p. 53)

The most puzzling and baftling findings this survey provides, however, are that
slow-changing institutional arrangements of academia seem to overrule scholarly
arguments. Despite serious well-founded objections, and suggestions of alternative
periodization systems, the traditional framework of the Middle Ages seems to survive
after all. The organizational structure of departments, conferences and journals seems
to be the deciding factor. This observation is in itself an argument to be aware of the
slow-changing, deeper structures, and not only the spectacular events.
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The Limits of Democracy: Between Realism and Idealism
Harald Borgebund

Introduction’

This chapter aims to define some of the limits on democratic decision-making in
a modern nation state. It distinguishes between two understandings of democratic
theory: realistic and idealistic. Realism or realistic democratic theory means that de-
mocracy must take into account features of psychology, economics, and sociology
(among others). The assumptions democratic theory is based on must be based on
how human beings actually behave and how societies actually are functioning. This
might sound commonsensical, nonetheless, a large part of democratic theory is ide-
alistic in the sense that the underlying assumptions go beyond what is possible to re-
alise in actual democratic societies. The underlying assumptions often found in much
democratic theory rely on moral ideas that do not take into account what human
nature is like. The moral ideas are too demanding and cannot work in actual demo-
cratic societies. Thus, ideal democratic theory loses some of its point, as it becomes an
unrealisable ideal. It is not only unrealistic, but it might also do damage by promising
too much from democracy.

The chapter starts with discussing ideal democratic theory and some of the prob-
lems associated with this approach. Then it continues with discussing realistic dem-
ocratic theory and some of the recent research within various fields that support a
different direction than ideal democratic theory. In the third and final section, some
of the basic components of realistic democratic theory are outlined.

Idealistic Democratic Theory

Liberal democracy is the dominant democratic model in the world today. Liberal de-
mocracy consists of two main parts: democracy and a set of basic liberal rights (free-
dom of speech, assembly, religion, rule of law, etc.). Liberal democracy is constrained
by rights and there are limits on democratic decision-making. For example, laws and
political decisions cannot violate individual rights or the rule of law. As democracy
developed through the three waves of democratisation during the 19" and 20" cen-
tury, the dominant understanding of democracy came to be some version of liberal
democracy (Heidar, 2013). From the 1970s and onwards liberal democracy (or liberal
constitutionalism as it is often called, and these terms will be used interchangeably
in this chapter) has been under intense scrutiny and criticism. Fuelled by periods
of economic stagnation and falling rates of political participation political theorists

1 A previous version of this work was first presented at the IPSA World Congress of Polit-
ical Science in Brisbane, Australia 21-25 August 2018.
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criticised the traditional liberal constitutionalist conception of democracy and em-
phasised the need for improving the quality of democracy (Dryzek, 1996).

Eagerness to reform liberal democracy can be said to have started with the most
influential expression of liberal constitutionalism after WW2, namely John Rawls’s A
Theory of Justice published in 1971. Rawls presented a sophisticated social contract the-
ory in the tradition of Locke, Rousseau and Kant (Rawls, 1999). The social contract’s
main element was a thought experiment where hypothetical persons were asked to
choose the rules to govern a society behind a veil of ignorance where the persons did
not have access to knowledge about their gender, social status and talents. In such a
position the persons behind the veil of ignorance, according to Rawls, would choose
a set of basic liberal rights protecting everyone in society and inequalities would only
be permissible if they improved the situation of the least advantaged group in society.

Rawls’s theory is not primarily a theory of democracy, but a theory of just princi-
ples for a modern society. A main reason for starting with Rawls’s account is that his
theory has been one of the most influential works in contemporary political theory
since its publication. Furthermore, Rawls is writing within the context of liberal de-
mocracy and his ideals set the standards of what a liberal democracy ought to look
like. Most importantly, some of Rawls’s assumptions took democratic theory in an
idealistic direction. This chapter will not give a comprehensive overview of Rawls’s
theory but will point out some of the contentious features of Rawls’s theory that are
relevant to a discussion of idealistic democratic theory.

Rawls’s theory is a classical liberal constitutionalist theory because of his emphasis
on basic rights compatible with a similar set of rights for everyone else. Where it
departs from the classical understanding of liberal constitutionalism is when it comes
to some of the underlying assumptions such as the understanding of a person and the
level of institutional design required to ensure the least advantaged group in society
will benefit the most from inequalities. By relying on an understanding of a person
primarily based on generic features of a person Rawls is emphasising an ideal of the
person as separate from what actual persons are. A second element is that Rawls ar-
gues in favour of a limited scope of inequalities and favours instead a strong notion of
egalitarianism, which follows from the conditions in the hypothetical choice situation
described above. Rawls did not aim to present ideals impossible to realise in actual
democracies, but certainly opened up the opportunity for thinking about politics and
democracies in more ideal ways than before.

Rawls’s publication of A Theory of Justice coincided with a crisis in democracy in
the 1970s. Stagnating economies and voter disillusionment gave rise to a discussion
of the liberal democratic model prevalent in Western societies. From the criticism of
liberal democracy an alternative model called deliberative democracy was developed.
Deliberative democrats aimed to improve the quality of democracy by reforming the
institutions and promoting citizen participation beyond just voting. By incorporating
various grassroots movements, town hall meetings and aiming to reach a consensus
on political issues, deliberative theorists aimed at renewing democracy (Dryzek, 2000,
Cohen & Rogers, 1983, Gutmann & Thompson, 1996, Habermas, 1996). What these
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attempts shared was an emphasis on increasing citizen participation and making pol-
itics less combative and conflict oriented and moving beyond the limited democracy
offered by liberal constitutionalism.

Of this development towards a gentler and kinder democracy two points are im-
portant. First, it directed many theorists in an idealistic direction aiming to create
institutions and democratic models qualitatively better than existing ones. Second, it
raised the expectations to what citizens could expect from democracy. The ideals of
democracy eventually crashed with the realities of democracy when democracy as a
form of government was unable to deliver less conflict and increased citizen partici-
pation. Political conflicts are still dominating, and citizen participation has declined
or plateaued at fairly low levels.

Creating better democracies requires a slightly different approach. Instead of try-
ing to make democracy more ideal, we should try to make democracy based on what
persons actually behave like and how political groups actually operate in politics. This
chapter shares the aim of improving democracy with deliberative democrats but dis-
agrees when it comes to which direction improvement should be sought. The next
section will discuss how realistic democratic theory can add to our understanding of
how democracy can be improved.

Realistic Democratic Theory

Realistic democracy should consist of three elements: 1) democratic theory must be
based on how actual individuals behave and make decisions, 2) how groups engage
and approach politics and 3) how a society’s social and historical contingencies in-
fluence politics. In this section I will analyse these three elements and discuss why
democratic theory (and practice) must take these elements into account. This section
will start with an account of human decision-making and processing of knowledge
before analysing how groups engage and approach politics before ending the analysis
with an assessment of how social and historical contingencies influence politics. This
assessment is more an introduction than an extensive treatment of these elements, but
it indicates what a realistic democratic theory might take into account.

To start with the first element, the economist Daniel Kahneman is well known
for his experiments on how individuals make decisions. According to Kahneman the
human brain makes decisions in two ways: one intuitive and fast and one reflective
and slow (2011). Kahneman calls this thinking fast and slow. As human beings we
make thousands of decisions every day and most decisions we make are almost au-
tomatic and without thinking. If we didn’t have the ability to make decisions in this
way, we would be too slow to respond to an environment constantly changing and to
avoid approaching cars and encountering other people in our daily lives. The problem
with fast and intuitive decision-making is that we find ourselves in highly complex
and advanced societies where abstract thinking is important when making decisions.
Unfortunately, the human brain is not always able to make the right decisions for us.
One might say that our human brain has not yet adapted to living in a modern society.
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Social transformation might have gone faster than the evolution of the human brain.
As a result, human beings are quite poor at making financial, statistical and mathe-
matical decisions according to Kahneman (2011).

Here Kahneman’s relevance to politics becomes apparent. Many of our political
decisions are related to financial, statistical and mathematical issues. The human brain
faces difficulties in comprehending complex financial, statistical and mathematical in-
formation and will often make mistakes when making decisions. Examples of how hu-
man beings make mistakes is that when faced with immensely complex issues (Brexit,
national elections, etc.) human beings often tend to simplify the question at hand to
a simpler and easier question to answer. An example is the referendum on Brexit in
2016 in the UK. The electorate was asked to answer an extremely difficult and com-
plicated question over the UK’s relationship to the EU. However, as the referendum
approached in June 2016 the debate turned to focus on immigration. Obviously, im-
migration is related to a continued EU membership, but the crucial point here is: the
issue of immigration is not the same question as the electorate was asked in the ref-
erendum. The immigration issue is a way of trying to simplify and make the far more
complex issue of the UK’s relationship to the EU easier to comprehend. Kahneman
calls this strategy ‘answering a simpler question’ (2011, 97).

Clever politicians know they must simplify their messaging to reach the electorate.
During the campaign before the referendum on the future of the UK’s EU member-
ship, focusing on immigration was an effective strategy to simplify the original ques-
tion and to make it easier to persuade the electorate to support their view. Proponents
of Brexit argued that if the UK continued to belong to the EU it would involve a huge
influx of immigrants to the UK. Furthermore, the immigrants already in the UK from
Eastern Europe were blamed for rising house prices, taking jobs from the English
and so on. For many voters such arguments can be persuasive because it is easy to
relate these arguments to what they observe in their own communities although there
might not be a causal link between for example rising house prices and increased
immigration. Although these arguments are likely to be wrong, they do the job of
simplifying the original question to a simpler one that relates to many voters’ every
day experiences.

Because of the danger of politicians exploiting such tactics it is necessary for de-
mocracies to find ways to counter them. Realistic and idealistic democratic theory
part ways when it comes to how such tactics ought to be countered. Realistic demo-
cratic theorists would suggest institutional mechanisms such as requiring super ma-
jorities in referendums or other mechanisms that would delay or in other ways make
it less likely that the propensity of voters swayed by such tactics would influence the
outcome of democratic decision-making. Idealist democratic theorists by appealing
to involved participation and involving voters will not have mechanisms built in to
the democratic model that will counter the kind of tactics discussed here. Kahneman’s
empirical research on human decision-making shows clearly some of its limitations
and means that such behaviour is deeply rooted in human nature. Because the be-
haviour is deeply rooted in human nature and our nervous system it means it must
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be accounted for when designing democratic institutions. Ideal democratic theorists
have not taken this knowledge seriously and have instead based their theories on a
different understanding of human nature as we saw above in Rawls’s understanding
of human beings.

Kahneman and other researchers have identified a long list of fallacies in human
decision-making. The presentation above and the Brexit example is just one example
of how limited we are as decision-makers. For democratic theory it means that for any
democratic theory to be relevant to the real world it must take into account the type of
knowledge documented by Kahneman and numerous other researchers over the last
decades. The available knowledge must be used to design democratic institutions and
mechanisms that try to avoid the consequences of many of these fallacies.

The mechanisms guiding individuals are amplified when the analysis is expanded
to the second element regarding how groups make decisions. An important part of
democratic politics, perhaps the most important part, is that groups make decisions
together. In general elections the entire electorate operates as one group electing the
next government. When aggregating the decisions of millions of individuals in gene-
ral elections the result that follows is an expression of the electorate’s preferences, but
a crucial question is exactly what are these preferences an expression of? New research
suggests that voters ‘typically make choices not on the basis of policy preferences or
ideology, but on the basis of who they are/their social identities’ (Achen and Bartels,
2016). Achen and Bartels call this view of democracy ‘the group theory of democracy’
and view ‘citizens first and foremost as members of social groups, with (no doubt
numerous and complex) social identities and group attachments figuring crucially in
their political loyalties and behavior’ (2016, p. 16, original emphasis). Their conclu-
sion is that a theory of democracy ‘must be built, not on the French Enlightenment,
on British liberalism, or on American Progressivism, with their devotion to human
rationality and monadic individualism, but instead on the insights of the critics of
these traditions, who recognized that human life is group life’ (Achen and Bartels
2016, p. 17).

The political identities run deep for many voters. Actually, so deep that the voters
“use their partisanship to construct ‘objective’ facts” (Achen and Bartels 2016, p. 275).
For example, when Republicans and Democrats were asked if the budget deficit in-
creased, decreased or stayed about the same during Bill Clinton’s tenure as president
“better-informed Republicans and Democrats did diverge significantly” (Achen and
Bartels 2016, p. 283) despite the fact that the budget deficit fell from $255 billion in
FY 1993 to $107 billion in FY 1996. The conclusion Achen and Bartels draw from this
finding “is not that voters are necessarily irrational, but that most voters have very
little real information, even about crucially important aspects of national political life”
(2016, p. 284). Furthermore, this account “implies that people’s political views and
factual judgments are likely to be significantly and pervasively influenced by their
partisan predispositions” (Achen and Bartels 2016, p. 284). Voters according to this
claim tweak the facts to fit their own partisan views.
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If this is an accurate depiction (or more accurate than other models) of voters’ be-
haviour it questions to what extent elections and democratic politics as it is practiced
in most Western democracies express more than partisanship. One might argue that
nonetheless the partisan views expressed in elections are a representation of individ-
ual voter’s preferences and thus embody some legitimacy. That is a fair point, but far
from democratic ideals of interested voters making decisions based on facts, reason
and argument. Instead it suggests that elections are simple processes weighing up the
number of various partisan groups. Furthermore, it raises questions whether the term
‘democracy’ is a meaningful term for the type of political system currently found in
most Western countries. Can democracy be reformed to account for these features
of the electorate? Despite the perhaps depressing view of democracy in this chapter,
democracy both as a theory and practice is best served by acknowledging the limits of
current democratic systems and trying to reform democracy by responding to these
limits rather than devising theories not connected to the way individuals and groups
actually behave.

When it comes to the third element about social and political contingencies in-
troduced at the start of this section, I will discuss the role of political participation in
democracy. The most common type of political participation for most voters is voting
in general and local elections or as elected representatives at local and national levels.
The long-term trend suggests reduced voter participation in most Western countries.
In a study of participation in the US, and since applied to many other liberal democ-
racies, it was found that the population could be divided into a small group of people
of ‘active gladiators’ (5—-7%), a large group of spectators who watch politics but only
participate through voting (60%) and another large group of apathetic citizens who
avoid politics altogether (35%) (Milbrath and Goel 1977, p. 11). Only a small part of the
electorate is active outside of voting in elections and a large group is disinterested in
politics altogether.

Voting in liberal democracies declined in most countries during the 1970s and 8os.
In most liberal democracies voting in general elections increased and peaked during
the first decades after WW2 and then declined to the current levels of about 50-70%.
In some countries, such as the Scandinavian ones, participation is on a somewhat
higher level at around 70-80%. A large part of the electorate is either disconnected
from political participation or only participates as voters. Effectively a large part of
the electorate either participates through passive forms (voting) or is largely excluded
from politics either by not voting or they are excluded by being ignored by the politi-
cians representing the dominant political groups in the constituency.

One might argue that the fact that a large part of the electorate is inactive is not
necessarily a sign of crisis or rejection of democratic politics altogether but instead a
sign of a society where people can go about living their lives without having to engage
in politics to sustain their preferred lifestyle and activities. Liberal democracies have
reached a consensus on basic rights of the individual and people know these rights
are protected by the judicial system (Hardin, 1999). Therefore, participating beyond
voting is left for those with a vocation for politics (Weber, 1994). If liberal democracies
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have reached a consensus on some of the basic questions of how to organise society,
it means that politics is about second-order issues and the electorate can take a back-
seat position and be activated if there is a crisis situation threatening the rights of
the citizens. This minimalist view of politics might be depressing for some, but at the
same time it means, if correct, that liberal democracies have reached a plateau regard-
ing political participation.

If one thinks that the lack of active participation is a democratic problem, one
might interpret the falling rates of participation as a sign of a crisis for democracy.
That only 5-7% of the population engage in politics beyond voting might be a sign that
the vast majority of the electorate has no interest in politics or feels disenfranchised.
Democratic reform and means to activate the electorate would be the remedies if one
supports this perspective. What the correct interpretation of the current situation may
be is open for debate, but what I want to draw attention to here is that participation
beyond elections is rare and comprises just a small minority in contemporary democ-
racies. Any realistic theory of democracy must take these facts into account for better
or for worse. Activating a large proportion of the electorate may be challenging in
modern large-scale societies and would for many citizens mean that they would have
less time to spend on work, leisure, family and other meaningful activities. This point
will receive more attention in the final section of this chapter.

This section started with a discussion of some of the limits on individuals to make
decisions about statistical, financial and economic issues and the impact this may have
on political decisions. In politics, individuals are part of groups and express partisan-
ship on many issues. Finally, a large part of the electorate is inactive or at most only
participates through voting in general and local elections. Now, an important point
is that these limits question the possibility of realising the ideals often attributed to
democracy. In fact, the people play a limited role in politics and mainly by expressing
their partisanship in electing a government. These three issues point to challenges for
the individual, political groups and for society at large. A lot of democratic theory has
ignored these features or presented fanciful suggestions as to how the electorate can
be activated and democracy can be revived. The next and final section will outline
some proposals for how a realistic democratic theory can address these democratic
limits.

The Content of Realistic Democratic Theory

Arguing for limits on democracy has a long tradition going back to at least Machia-
velli in a modern context. The classical political philosophers from the 16th century
and onwards such as Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Montesquieu and the writers of
the Federalist Papers famously put clear restrictions on the scope of democracy or
were explicitly critical of democracy as a viable type of government. The limits on
democracy discussed by many of the early democratic theorists were separation of
powers, the problem of factions and protecting individual rights. By implementing
these strategies, the early theorists thought democracy would be protected against it-
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self and the possibly destructive power of usurpers, factions (groups) and persecution
of individuals. In this section these ideas are revisited.

The recent focus from the 1990s and onwards on deliberation and creating a more
active electorate overlooks the immense problems such ideas must overcome. Recent
studies of the limits on human decision-making abilities, the role of group identity
and factions and the inactive electorate should lead to a re-examining of the old con-
straints on democracy rather than proposing measures that are not rooted in human
nature and human societies as we experience them today. A reckoning with reality is
needed and democratic theory should take into account the consequences of human
nature. The earliest democratic theorists didn’t have access to the studies contempo-
rary theorists have, but nonetheless, reached conclusions applicable to understanding
and enhancing current democracies.

In the following the discussion will focus on the three levels identified in the previ-
ous section: individuals, groups and society. Although these three categories are not ex-
haustive of what matters in politics, I believe these three levels contain some of the most
important aspects of politics and will be a useful perspective on what a realistic demo-
cratic theory can look like. The limits on democracy discussed here can be elaborated
and developed further, but this chapter is limited to mainly introducing these limits.

First the discussion starts with the level of the individual. Individuals struggle to
make sense of many concepts and issues in contemporary society because of various
constraints on how human beings process information. Recent studies in economics
and psychology (among other disciplines) have shown that people often struggle with
making coherent decisions in many contexts. Especially because the human brain ac-
cording to Kahneman is set up with two modes for making decisions: one fast and one
slow. The fast and intuitive way of thinking often fails us when making complex deci-
sions because we are making heuristic short cuts or substituting one complex question
for an easier one.

Furthermore, the consequence of human beings processing and interpreting infor-
mation in different ways is that over time a wide range of different opinions develop, and
people will disagree with one another about political, religious, and social issues (and
others). As people come to their convictions over a long time of deliberation, people
regard their convictions highly. People’s convictions also represent guidelines for action
and what is right and wrong. Individuals therefore have a strong interest in being able to
have their basic interests protected. Awarding rights that protect individuals’ basic inter-
ests is one way to ensure that individuals are able to act on their deepest and most im-
portant convictions. Such rights constitute limits on what people can do to each other.

A set with liberal fundamental rights has been a contested and much debated topic
in political theory over the last few decades (Rawls, 1993, Barry, 1995, Waldron, 1999
among others). The critics tend to think of such constraints on democracy as illegiti-
mate and giving privilege to a specific understanding of liberalism with its own thick
morality. Proponents of liberal rights argue that such rights protect any person’s basic
interest. To this discussion it can be added that with the growing knowledge from
neuroscience, psychology, economics and related disciplines about human beings’



The Limits of Democracy: Between Realism and Idealism | 43

reasoning and decision-making processes the insights from that growing body of re-
search supports a set of fundamental rights because human reasoning will inevitably
lead to diversity and reasonable pluralism (Rawls, 1993). And protecting people’s abil-
ity to pursue their conception of the good is vital to finding life valuable and meaning-
ful even when we disagree strongly about those values and beliefs. Thus, placing limits
on democracy contributes to creating an open and free society enhancing individuals’
chances to prosper and thrive.

When individuals join together and form groups of various kinds (political, reli-
gious, economical, etc.) these groups may become influential political and economic
actors in society. The previous section discussed the extent to which modern politics
is a representation of group identities and supported the view that group identity plays
a significant role in forming political views and political allegiances. Because group-
based identities are such an important part of many voters’ political identity the role
of groups in politics might require some form of regulation. An important aspect of
making modern liberal democracies functional is that they often make the dominant
political groups better and create mutual advantages (Hardin, 1999). For a democracy
to be sustained over time supporting a mutually advantageous political system might
be crucial. Groups ought therefore both to be encouraged - as they form an important
part of voters’ identities — but also regulated so democracy is not undermined. One
of the greatest challenges with putting limits on democracy is how to regulate groups.
For individuals, groups form an important part of their identity and who they are. Re-
stricting individuals’ abilities to form groups may threaten to undermine the crucial
set of basic rights discussed above. Simultaneously, powerful groups may undermine
other groups and infringe on the rights of individuals. So somehow, a balance has to
be struck. Democracy must essentially protect the right to form groups and control
groups at the same time.

Checks and balances to prevent certain groups from becoming too powerful is one
important step in controlling the role of groups in liberal democracies. Political com-
promises are often held in contempt in politics and often a cause of disappointment
with politicians and political systems. However, the virtue of compromises is that they
show that no political group is strong enough to completely dominate the rest of the
political groups and interests in society. The need to compromise thus works as a check
on the dominant groups. The content of a political compromise between two groups
might not be an ideal solution to solve the challenges confronting a society. None-
theless, the virtue lies in sustaining equilibrium between various groups and keeping
the political system itself relatively stable. A despised feature of modern politics can
therefore serve an important role in maintaining a democratic political system.

Politicians who accept unpopular compromises have been used to explain the
falling participation in general elections as voters are frustrated with the outcomes
of painful compromises. As discussed in the previous section, many societies have
witnessed lower participation rates in recent decades. On the one hand, participation
is at the heart of democracy and unthinkable without. On the other hand, liberal de-
mocracies offer individuals great liberty to pursue their conception of the good and
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to live their lives as they see best. A consequence of that is also the freedom to choose
whether to engage or not in politics. The success of liberal democracy is the amount
of liberty for the individual and making individuals free to pursue their conceptions
of the good. The success is also threatening to undermine democracy if enough people
become disinterested in politics and do not participate.

Solving this puzzle completely is to some extent impossible. For liberal democrats
preserving individual liberty and letting people be free to pursue their conception of
the good is non-negotiable. Liberal democracies should not be afraid of leaning more
towards protecting these rights rather than reforming the political system in ways that
might force voters against their preferences to participate in politics. What a liberal
democratic system ought to promote might be the individuals’ ability to pursue their
concept of the good. Such abilities ensure that those interested in politics are free to do
so and those who want to pursue other activities can dedicate themselves to whatever
activities they find worthwhile. Individual rights might therefore be the most valuable
part of democracy and the most important aspect to protect.

Against the position advanced so far one might argue that limiting democratic
decision making is undemocratic and undermines democracy because the constraints
put on democracy take some issues and procedures out of politics. I believe the choice
here is between an unconstrained majoritarian democracy versus a constrained and
more limited democracy. In the discussion above I have discussed various ways in
which the democratic process can break down because of faulty decision-making,
group identities and political apathy. These features are deeply rooted in human na-
ture and social interactions. Hence these limitations must be taken into account when
designing democratic procedures and institutions. These limits truly constrain the
democratic process, but the alternative might end up less democratic by violating the
rights of the minority or handing political power to influential and powerful groups
in society. A somewhat limited democracy will therefore enhance democracy in the
long run and become a lesser evil than unconstrained democracy.

This section sketched some ideas of how democracy may be limited in scope. The
solutions proposed might not sound like novelties, but the insights from new research
on how persons make decisions, and the importance of groups in politics lend some
support to the ideals of liberal democracy. Limits on democracy ought to be based on
realistic assumptions about individuals and society instead of ideals difficult to realise
even under the most favourable conditions.

Conclusion

This chapter started with contrasting what I labelled “ideal” and “realistic” democratic
theory. It argued in favour of adopting realistic democratic theory to create demo-
cratic institutions suitable for a modern democracy. Essentially the argument is that
realistic democratic theory lends some support to a classic liberal democratic model.
Accepting the role of compromise and protecting individuals’ ability to pursue their
conception of the good are examples of what realistic democratic theory would look
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like in practice. The analysis in this chapter is only the first step in developing what
realistic democratic theory would entail. Future analyses would have to analyse the
various parts discussed in this chapter in much more detail and the current analysis
merely points in the direction realistic democratic theory may look to find tools and
devices to develop better democratic institutions for the future.

Furthermore, the comparison between idealistic and realistic democratic theory
shows why and how democracy ought to be limited to flourish. Democracy with-
out limitations may undermine both the democratic process and individual rights.
In that sense realistic democratic theory limits democracy to preserve democracy in
the long run. Without such constraints democracy risks developing into the tyranny
of the majority or handing political power to those groups with wealth and resources.
Neither scenario is a good representation of democratic values. By putting limits on
democratic decision-making democracy can be sustainable in the long run.
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The Limits of Truth -
A Case Study of Faktisk and CrossCheck

Elin Strand Larsen

Introduction

In the aftermath of the 2016 US presidential election and Brexit, we have seen a rise in
the number of fact-checking projects across the globe, devoted to checking the facts
of public statements and revealing fake news circulating in social media. Today we
can find as many as 100 different fact-checking projects spread across 40 countries
(Graves, 2018; Mantzarlis, 07.06.2016).

In what has been characterized as a “post-truth” era (Ball, 2017), the fact-checkers
argue there is a common reality and a shared set of facts “out there” that can be tested
and verified. Their job is not to evaluate meanings or feelings, but to inform the public
about what and whom to trust among their politicians, in their social media feeds and
among their news sources.

In this chapter, I will do a comparative case study analysis of two fact-checking
projects recently launched in connection with the parliamentary election in Norway
2017 and the presidential election in France 2017 — Faktisk and CrossCheck. My re-
search questions are:

o How do Faktisk and CrossCheck fact-check political claims in the elections?
o  What kind of stories do Faktisk and CrossCheck mark as true, false or uncertain?
o Who are the political parties/candidates involved in the fact-check?

I will start by giving a theoretical background for the analysis, with a focus on fake
news, trust and fact-checking. Then I will move to describing the launch of the two
fact-checking projects, as well as the fact-checking method. Finally, I will compare the
stories fact-checked by Faktisk and CrossCheck during the elections, with a focus on
how Faktisk and CrossCheck fact-check political claims in the election, the results of
the fact-check and the political parties/candidates involved.

Fake news

In 2017, Collins Dictionary and Macquarie Dictionary announced “fake news” to be
the word of the year. According to Collins Dictionary, the word saw an increase of 365
percent since the 2016 US presidential election (CollinsDictionary, 2017). Fake news
as a concept is used to describe quite different phenomena, like misleading and false
information within social media, but also as a way for politicians to criticize news
outlets they do not agree with. “You are fake news”, yelled the US president Donald
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Trump to a CNN reporter and refused to allow him to ask questions during a press
conference in 2017 (Allern, 2018; Jamieson, 11.01.2017).

However, fake news is not a new phenomenon. One historical example is the “Great
Moon Hoax” from 1835 when the New York Sun published a series of stories about the
discovery of life on the moon (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017, p. 214). Neither is the spread
of false information in social media new. In her book, Mediated Authenticity, Gunn
Enli goes through and analyses three different blog hoaxes, the earliest from 1999, to
see how fake personas and false stories were created and presented online to appear
authentic (Enli, 2015). However, today’s fake news must be considered in a different
context with a range of new characteristics like “the sophistication with which fake
news is being produced; the scale on which it is being produced, and the speed and
effectiveness with which it is being disseminated” (McGonagle, 2017, p. 206).

According to McGonagle a definition of fake news is “information that has been
deliberately fabricated and disseminated with the intention of deceiving and mislead-
ing others into believing falsehoods or doubting verifiable facts; it is disinformation
that is presented as, or is likely to be perceived as, news” (McGonagle, 2017, p. 203).
Based on an examination of 34 academic articles that used the term “fake news” be-
tween 2003 and 2017, Tandoc, Lim and Ling have made a typology of types of fake
news: news satire, news parody, fabrication, photo manipulation, advertising and
propaganda (Tandoc, Lim, & Ling, 2018, pp. 141-147). The typology is based on two
dimensions: levels of facticity and deception (Tandoc et al., 2018, pp. 147-148).

Tambini (2017) has identified six different types of fake news. First, we have the
alleged foreign interference in domestic elections. It is claimed that Russian organisa-
tions have used fake news to support populists like Donald Trump in the US or Front
National in France. Second, we have the ad-driven fake news. The new advertising
models have created an opportunity for people to make click-generated money out of
distributing fake news (Tambini, 2017, p. 3). The third type of fake news is parody and
satire. According to Tambini (2017), this form of fake news is “a particularly important
form of political speech, and it is important to note that regulatory solution should
protect, and perhaps even encourage it” (Tambini, 2017, p. 4).

History also shows us a number of examples of what is considered bad journalism
and news stories based on rumours. We find this fourth type of fake news usually
within tabloid journalism that emphasizes sensational crime stories and gossip col-
umns about celebrities. The fifth type of fake news is when political leaders use the
phrase “fake news” as a form of insult to oppose the views in mainstream media, just
as Donald Trump did in his first press conference. Last, we have the kind of news
that challenges orthodox hegemony. Any attempts to present stories from a perspec-
tive not based on the shared values within hegemony, can be dismissed as fake news
(Tambini, 2017).

The explosion of online disinformation can be viewed as a symptom of a more
general crisis within journalism. The digitalization of the global media industry has
forced newsrooms to both cut down on their staff and adapt to new advertising models
(Smyrnaios, Chauvet, & Marty, 2017). The cheap and easy way to produce and publish
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any kind of information, taken together with distribution platforms such as Google
and Facebook favouring viral content, has accelerated the process. This is what Nikos
Smyrnaios calls the “algorithmic infomediation of news” (Smyrnaios, 2015).

Some scholars argue that such technological changes increase exposure to diverse
perspectives (Flaxman, Goel, & Rao, 2016). At the same time, it is also easier to find
like-minded people online and build opinion communities insulated from contrary
perspectives — what we would call “echo chambers” or “filter bubbles” (Allcott &
Gentzkow, 2017, p. 211; Flaxman et al., 2016). Algorithms amplify this ideological seg-
regation by recommending and feeding us information that we already agree with
(Flaxman et al., 2016). This might lead to a more polarised political debate and less
trust in political institutions like the police, the legal system, the parliament, the polit-
ical parties and the politicians.

Trust in political institutions and the news media

According to the European Social Survey (ESS), we find that trust in the Nordic coun-
tries is high compared with other European countries (European Social Survey, 2014;
Listhaug & Ringdal, 2008, p. 140). From 2004 to 2014, we find high and increasing
trust in the Norwegian police, legal system, parliament, political parties and politi-
cians. Norway tops the list when it comes to trust in the country’s parliament, political
parties and politicians (Kleven, 2016).

We do not see the same level of trust in political institutions in France, with de-
creasing trust in especially the political parties and politicians from 2004 to 2014 (Eu-
ropean Social Survey, 2014; Kleven, 2016). The standard model to explain variations
in political trust at the individual level includes two main categories of independent
variables: political distance and performance evaluations. We can expect that an in-
creasing distance between the government and the citizens will lead to a decline in
trust. The level of trust is also based on how well the government is able to fulfil the
goals that citizens agree on (Listhaug & Ringdal, 2008, p. 135).

Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2018 (Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, Levy, &
Nielsen, 2018) shows that trust has been declining in news media over many years. In
Norway, the trust in news overall is relatively low (47 percent) despite little social and
political polarisation in media use patterns. Research shows that the Norwegian trust
is linked to politics, with far-right voters and those with strong views on immigration
expressing most distrust (Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, Levy, & Nielsen, 2018, p. 93). In
France, trust in news is low (35 percent) compared to other European countries. The
low overall trust in France is linked to the role of platforms, like Facebook, in dissem-
inating fake news (Fletcher et al., 2018, p. 79).

The Digital News Report also finds a high public concern about fake and unreli-
able news, but there are significant country variations. We find France (62 percent) at
the top end of the scale. By contrast, there is much less concern about fake news in
Norway (41 percent) (Fletcher et al., 2018, pp. 18-20). Among the Norwegian respon-
dents, the report also shows more concern about poor journalism, clickbait and biased
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media coverage than fabricated news (Fletcher et al., 2018, p. 38). Although concern
over completely made-up news is high, self-reported exposure across all markets is
relatively low. In France and Norway only 16 and 14 percent of the respondents report
to have personally come across stories completely made-up for political or commer-
cial reasons in the last week (Fletcher et al., 2018, p. 39).

Fact-checking

The fact-checking tradition, as we know it today, was launched in the US with
Factcheck.org in 2003. In 2009 fact-checking was recognized as a valuable form of
journalism, when PolitiFact received the Pulitzer prize (Graves, 2018; Mantzarlis,
07.06.2016). In 2014, the American Press Institute offered the following guiding defi-
nition of fact-checking:

Fact checkers and fact-checking organizations aim to increase knowledge by re-re-
porting and researching the purported facts in published/recorded statements made
by politicians and anyone whose words impact others’ lives and livelihoods. Fact
checkers investigate verifiable facts, and their work is free of partisanship, advocacy
and rhetoric (Elizabeth, 09.06.2014).

The first fact-checking projects were devoted to examining claims by politicians,
political parties and political advocacy groups. In the 2012 presidential campaign, a
study found that political fact-checking could increase the accuracy of voter’s percep-
tions of both candidates’ stands on issues and the background facts of the presidential
race. They also found that those who went to a fact-checking site on average consumed
a greater amount of news media, were more educated, younger and less conservative
than those who did not visit a fact-checking site (Payne, Gottfried, Hardy, Winneg, &
Jamieson, 2013).

Uscinski and Butler (2013) had a more critical view on political fact-checking, ad-
dressing the objectionable methodological practices, such as the random selection of
claims to fact-check, treating a statement containing multiple facts as if it were a single
factual claim, and fact-checking predictions of events yet to occur. Their alternative
premise was that the subject matter of politics is often complex, ambiguous and open
to many alternative interpretations, even in light of empirical claims: “Therefore, peo-
ple may genuinely disagree about the truth. The fact that a politician disagrees with a
fact checker about the facts does not make the politician a liar any more than it makes
the fact checker a liar” (Uscinski & Butler, 2013, p. 163).

In revisiting the epistemology of fact-checking, Amazeen (2015) did not agree with
the arguments of Uscinski and Butler since they based their research on only a few
examples from fact-checking agencies that do not practice fact-checking on a regular
basis and in a consistent manner. Amazeen argued that because facts are complex and
often not self-evident we need more fact-checking, rather than less (Amazeen, 2015,
p-3)-

With the rise of fact-checking services to counter fake news in social media, we
have also seen more research devoted to the subject. According to an article by Jun,
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Meng and Johar (2017), evaluating information in a social context affects fact-check-
ing behaviour. We are less likely to fact-check ambiguous claims when we think that
we are in the presence of others (as on social media platforms). Social contexts may
reduce fact-checking by lowering people’s guards to a message with a lot of “likes” and
“shares”. These findings help us understand how people (mis)interpret information in
an increasingly connected world (Jun et al., 2017, p. 5981).

Brandtzaeg, Folstad and Chaparro Dominguez (2017) have found that young
journalists judge the online fact-checking services to be potentially useful in inves-
tigative journalism. However, they are unwilling to rely on these tools exclusively for
fact-checking and verification (Brandtzaeg et al., 2017). Social media users are sim-
ilarly ambivalent when it comes to trusting online verification services. According
to Brandtzaeg, Folstad and Chaparro Dominguez (2017), it might be useful for an
online fact-checking service to join in the conversation across different media outlets
and social media platforms. In this way users are given a sense of participation in the
fact-checking process, potentially influencing the outcome (Brandtzaeg et al., 2017).

The universe of fact-checking services can be divided into three categories, based
on their focus and area(s) of concern: Online rumours and hoaxes, political and pub-
lic claims and specific topics/controversies (Brandtzaeg & Folstad, 2017). In my analy-
sis — Faktisk belongs to category 2: Political and public claims, while CrossCheck is
more concerned with the theme of category 1: Online rumours and hoaxes.

Two fact-checking projects - Faktisk and CrossCheck

Launched before the 2017 parliamentary election, the Norwegian fact-checking proj-
ect, Faktisk, aimed to be an important part of the election campaign, fact-checking
both single claims and arguments, as well as live fact-checking during the main TV
debates. According to editor Kristoffer Egeberg, Faktisk should also investigate and
correct false information in social media (Faktisk.no, 2017b). The French fact-check-
ing project, CrossCheck, was also launched in 2017, with a mission to correct false,
misleading or manufactured news that circulated online in the ten weeks leading up
to the French presidential election.

Both projects were based on a collaboration between several news outlets. The
Norwegian fact-checking project — Faktisk — includes four of the biggest news outlets
in Norway - VG, Dagbladet, NRK and TV 2. CrossCheck brought together 37 news-
rooms, including Libération, Le Monde, Agence France-Presse and France Médias
Monde (CrossCheck, 2017). In contrast to Faktisk, CrossCheck did not have their own
office and editorial staff. The project was run by the Managing Director of First Draft
News, Jenni Sargent, and came together during a three-day “boot camp” where all the
collaborating newsrooms got to know each other and were trained in monitoring and
verification techniques (FirstDraft, 2017b).

The goal of Faktisk was, in their opinion, to check the facts of public statements
and reveal fake news within the Norwegian society (Faktisk.no, 2017b). The project re-
ceived financial support, among others, from the Norwegian Free Speech Foundation.
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The aim of CrossCheck was to provide the public with necessary information to form
their own conclusions about the information they received online before the presiden-
tial election. By working together, the newsrooms hoped to be better at fact-checking
online stories and claims, quickly ascertain what was not factual or reliable, and share
this information with other newsrooms and the public. The project was funded by the
Google News Lab and supported by Facebook through promotional advertising on
the social media platform (FirstDraft, 2017a).

The initial response to Faktisk was positive. The International Fact-Checking Net-
work, organized by Pointer Institute, focused on the historic cooperation between
the three' most-read news outlets, who otherwise were rivals (Mantzarlis, 22.03.2017).
Journalist Sven Egil Omdal in Stavanger Aftenblad argued that Faktisk could serve the
role as an extra home guard against fake news (Omdal, 25.03.2017). Critical voices, on
the other hand, claimed the fact-checking project would lead to more distrust in the
media. According to journalist Jon Hustad, the news outlets were outsourcing one of
their main assets — their credibility (Braekke, 23.03.2017).

In defence of Faktisk, chief-editor Egeberg argued that their job was not to evalu-
ate meanings or feelings, but fact check statements that could be tested and verified.
They had no agenda and strived to stay neutral, open and honest, both in the selection
of arguments they fact-checked and how they fact-checked those claims (Braekke,
25.03.2017; Faktisk.no, 2017a). They followed the International Fact-Checking Net-
work fact-checkers’ code of principles which included a commitment to non-parti-
sanship and fairness, transparency of sources, transparency of funding and organiza-
tion, transparency of methodology, as well as open and honest corrections (Poynter,
15.09.2016).

CrossCheck was a project made primarily for the presidential election in France.
While Faktisk still runs fact-checks, CrossCheck ceased to exist after the presidential
election, with their last published story on May 5. After the fact-checking project had
ended, the responsible partners behind CrossCheck ordered a report to find the im-
pact on journalists and the audience. The report concluded that the collaboration proj-
ect had been a success. The partners in the project agreed that fact-checking should
be a public service, they reported learning new fact-checking skills, the transparent
fact-checking process resulted in quality journalism and the collaboration allowed
competitive newsrooms to make joint decisions about what to publish (Smyrnaios,
Chauvet, & Marty, 2017, p. 8).

CrossCheck also found the public’s contributions to be very fruitful. When it came
to the impact on the audience, the report found that the collaboration project resulted
in more trust in the reporting, the explanation of how a story or claim was fact-checked
was helpful and they learned critical reading skills. The respondents explained how
they shared CrossCheck stories with their friends and family. The fact that the project
also included local partners, might be one of the reasons why CrossCheck reached so
many people across the political spectrum (Smyrnaios et al., 2017, p. 9).

1 TV 2joined Dagbladet, VG and NRK as partners in Faktisk on 20" of April, 2017
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The fact-checking method

I will answer my first research question - How do Faktisk and CrossCheck fact-check
political claims in the elections? — based on their own description on their webpag-
es. My focus will be on the selection criteria, the fact-checking process and finally
the evaluation. Faktisk and CrossCheck are quite different when it comes to areas of
concern (Brandtzaeg & Folstad, 2017) — while Faktisk, at least during the parliamen-
tary election, focused on fact-checking political and public claims, CrossCheck spent
more time debunking social media rumours.

Faktisk selects the claims to fact-check based on a number of news criteria, like
meaningfulness, familiarity, actuality and sensationalism. The statement must be veri-
fiable, not normative or a prediction of the future. The claim should be public, contro-
versial and interesting to fact-check - meaning it must make a difference if the claim
is true or not. However, if the fact-check in itself is entertaining, Faktisk can choose to
fact-check less relevant political statements (Faktisk.no, 2017a).

The participants of CrossCheck have to follow a selection policy when deciding
what stories to fact-check. First, the journalists should prioritize stories especially
about the presidential campaign. Second, the content should not have been previously
investigated, and third, the journalists also have to evaluate the popularity of a ru-
mour in order to avoid providing oxygen to fake news that has not reached too many
people. The public also had the opportunity to tip CrossCheck about online stories to
fact-check (Smyrnaios et al., 2017).

When Faktisk has picked a statement to fact-check, they start by contacting the
person behind the statement to verify the claim, the context of the claim, and ask for
documentation that forms the basis for the claim. When it comes to the fact-check-
ing process, Faktisk uses open journalistic methods to investigate the factual basis
of the claim. They present not only the result of the fact-check, but also a detailed
description of how they have reached their conclusion, so the readers can follow the
fact-checking process. The review process is based on facts available at the time of
the fact-check. If mistakes are made, Faktisk will publish and clarify the corrections
openly (Faktisk.no, 2017a).

A second step of the workflow is initiated at CrossCheck when an online rumour
is deemed worthy of a fact-check. Through online tools the journalists from different
news rooms can work together on fact-checking a story, by asking questions like: “Is
this the original form of the content?”, “Who created the content?” and “When was
the content created?” (Smyrnaios et al., 2017, p. 24). CrossCheck also contacts those
concerned with the story directly. Once the verification process has been launched,
journalists can discuss and determine who is best suited to contribute to a fact-check.
When the verification process is concluded, journalists can review the verification
process and add their media’s logo if they wish to endorse a fact-check.

Finally, Faktisk makes an assessment if the political statement is “Actually true’,
“Actually partly true”, “Actually not sure’, “Actually partly wrong” or “Actually com-
pletely wrong”. The graded scale, similar to the Truth-O-Meter used by PolitiFact and
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the number of Pinocchios handed out by Washington Post’s Fact Checker, underlines
the difficulties of labelling a statement to be either “Actually true” or “Actually com-
pletely wrong”. Not all claims allow unambiguous conclusions. In a closer account,
Faktisk describes the assessment “Actually not sure” to be used when they are “unable
to verify the claim in lack of open and credible sources, or because the documentation
cannot provide a clear conclusion” (Faktisk.no, 2017a). Faktisk also uses an article
format that differs from the traditional fact-check. During the parliamentary election,
they used this format when following and fact-checking the live TV debates (Faktisk.
no, 2017a).

If a fact-check receives at least two endorsements from participants within Cross-
Check, the project editor will publish a summary of the steps in the verification pro-
cess, the sources of the rumour and figures from the impact the story had on the
public (Smyrnaios et al., 2017, p. 26). Each fact-check is published with one of the
following labels: “True’, “False”, “Caution”, “Insufficient evidence” and “Attention”
CrossCheck grades the stories differently than Faktisk. Where Faktisk has labels like
“Actually partly true”, “Actually not sure” and “Actually partly wrong”, CrossCheck use
categories like “Caution” and “Insufficient evidence”.

If the story is false, CrossCheck further clarifies how the story is false by adding one
of the following labels - “Manipulated”, “Manufactured”, “Misattributed”, “Mislead-
ing”, “Misreported” and “Satire”. According to CrossCheck, this is to help the readers
get a more nuanced understanding of what is considered fake news. The different
labels used by CrossCheck partly resemble the six different types of fake news identi-
fied by Tambini (2017). Next to the result of the fact-check, there are logos from each
newsroom that has participated in and confirmed the fact-check (FirstDraft, 2017b).

Faktisk publishes completed fact-checks independently of assessment. Claims
considered “Actually true” are also published. In all the fact-checks that are not con-
sidered “Actually true;” the person behind the statement is given the opportunity to
comment on Faktisk’s review. In contrast to Faktisk, CrossCheck does not give the
person behind the story or the source of the statement the opportunity to comment
on CrossCheck’s review.

Fact-checking political claims in the elections

My answer to the second research question — What kind of stories do Faktisk and
CrossCheck mark as true, false or uncertain? - is based on a small quantitative study
of the fact-checks related to the elections posted on either Faktisk or CrossCheck, as
well as examples of stories marked as true, false and uncertain. Faktisk and Cross-
Check are quite different when it comes to presenting their assessments and grading
the stories. Faktisk places the fact-checks along a continuum ranging from “Actually
completely wrong” to “Actually true”, while CrossCheck uses a true-false dichotomy
with an additional label describing the stories marked as false.
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Faktisk has 32 stories marked as related to the parliamentary election. Seven of the
32 stories are labelled articles. Four of the seven articles are live fact-checks of TV
debates. The stories fact-checked by Faktisk are primarily claims or statements made
by politicians or political parties. When it comes to the graded scale of assessments, I
find more claims labelled “Actually partly wrong” (5) and “Actually completely wrong”
(11), than “Actually partly true” (2) and “Actually true” (4). That might have something
to do with the strategic selection by Faktisk of stories to investigate.

Stories labelled “Actually completely wrong” include a statement by the leader of
The Labour Party, Jonas Gahr Stere, when he claims that the number of Norwegians
with a job keeps declining (Faktisk, 04.09.2017), and the leader of The Progress Party,
Siv Jensen, who argues that her party is the only party that has taken a clear stance
against people who acknowledge stoning (Faktisk, 10.08.2017). Still Faktisk makes a
point of publishing also fact-checks assessed as “Actually true”. Among the stories
labelled “Actually true”, I find a claim from a Christian Democrat politician about how
gay couples are more likely to get a divorce (Faktisk, 05.07.2017b), and an argument
from The Green Party - “More and broader roads lead to more traffic jams” (Faktisk,
05.07.2017a).

When it comes to the three stories labelled “Actually not sure”, it is because Faktisk
cannot find any research or statistics to verify or reject the statement. These are stories
concerning the number of jobs lost in the region of Moss, when Rygge airport had to
shut down (Faktisk, 08.09.2017), and the positive results of medical castration of child
molesters (Faktisk, 01.09.2017).

According to the CrossCheck report, CrossCheck published 67 stories in total on
their French website (Smyrnaios et al., 2017, p. 29). I will base my analysis on the 62
stories published on the English website. CrossCheck is primarily concerned with on-
line rumours and hoaxes. Eight of the 62 stories are labelled “Attention”, which range
from an old picture of a man carrying the ISIS flag in Paris (CrossCheck, 28.04.2017a)
to a satirical article about Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s luxury modes of jet travel (Cross-
Check, 21.04.2017).
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Only one article, about how a French TV station — LCI — mistakenly showed 36 percent
voter support for Emmanuel Macron, is labelled true. When contacted by Faktisk, LCI
stressed, “there was no intended manipulation” nor “subliminal message” in favour of
Macron. The error was corrected a few moments later (CrossCheck, 15.03.17). Com-
pared to the one story labelled “True”, 47 claims are labelled as “False” by CrossCheck.
Of the “False” stories, most of them are considered to be “Manufactured” (18), like
the Twitter survey supposedly published by Emmanuel Macron’s wife which came
out in favour of Marine Le Pen (CrossCheck, 03.05.2017) or a fabricated Twitter mes-
sage from Marine Le Pen criticizing the Masha and the Bear cartoon (CrossCheck,
02.03.2017).

Five stories have been assigned the “Caution” label, including a video shared
on Facebook portraying Emmanuel Macron as a candidate from the establishment
(CrossCheck, 01.03.2017) and the French Minister of Education signing an agreement
allowing Arabic to be taught in primary schools (CrossCheck, 06.04.2017). The only
fact-check by CrossCheck marked as “Insufficient evidence” is a story of anonymous
threats received by National Front supporters in the south of France. CrossCheck
found no evidence of threats, the Twitter message was deleted 48 hours after it was
published and the person behind the tweet did not respond when contacted by Cross-
Check (CrossCheck, 06.03.2017).

The politicians and political parties

The third and last research question — Who are the political parties/candidates in-
volved in the fact-check? - is answered by going through and categorizing all the fact-
checks of Faktisk and CrossCheck based on the main political candidate or political
party mentioned in the text. Here again, Faktisk and CrossCheck differ in the way
they select the stories and present the fact-checking results. While Faktisk checks the
claims and statements made by politicians, most of the stories fact-checked by Cross-
Check are online stories and rumours about the political candidates.

Within Faktisk, I find 23 fact-checks concerning statements or claims from single
politicians or political parties in Norway. The Progress Party was fact-checked the
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most before the election (7) and they have the most claims labelled “Actually com-
pletely wrong” (4). The stories about The Progress Party include a claim made by
the leader of The Progress Party, Siv Jensen; “We [the government] have not received
[criticism by commentators and economists of spending too much oil money], that’s
wrong” (Faktisk, 02.08.2017), which is labelled “Actually completely wrong”, and the
following statement from the Minister of Fisheries, Per Sandberg; “We have trans-
ported almost 30 ooo illegal immigrants out of Norway” (Faktisk, 31.08.2017), which
is labelled “True”

Both The Conservative Party and The Labour Party were fact-checked four times
before the election and they both have two claims labelled “Actually completely
wrong”. Prime Minister and leader of The Conservative Party, Erna Solberg, falsely
argued that the number of public health nurses declined while Jonas Gahr Stere was
Minister of Health (Faktisk, 21.08.2017), while the deputy head of The Labour Party,
Hadia Tajik, wrongly claimed that the cabinet of Solberg had created no new jobs
during their four year term (Faktisk, 25.08.2017). It is also interesting to see how there
are no fact-checks of The Liberal Party related to the parliamentary election; both of
the claims by The Center Party are judged as “Actually completely wrong” and both of
the statements by The Christian Democratic Party are labelled “True”

CrossCheck has altogether 29 stories mentioning a political candidate or a po-
litical party. Even though there were eleven candidates? running to become the next
French president, only four political candidates/political parties are mentioned in the
stories fact-checked by CrossCheck - Francois Fillon (The Republicans), Jean-Luc
Mélenchon (La France Insoumise), Marine Le Pen (National Front) and Emmanuel
Macron (En Marche!).

2 Nicolas Dupont-Aignan (DLF), Marine Le Pen (FN), Emmanuel Macron (EM), Ben-
oit Hamon (PS), Nathalie Arthaud (LO), Philippe Poutou (NPA), Jacques Cheminade
(S&P), Jean Lassalle (Résistons!), Jean-Luc Mélenchon (FI), Frangois Asselineau (UPR),
Francois Fillon (LR).
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In contrast to Faktisk, most of the stories fact-checked by CrossCheck are claims
about the political candidates, not statements made by the candidates themselves. A
high proportion of stories marked as false for one politician do not mean that they
are telling lies or trying to deceive us, but rather that there are many misleading sto-
ries circulating about them online. In this model, I have merged the “Manipulated”,
“Manufactured”, “Misattributed”, “Misleading”, “Misreported” and “Satire” stories in
one category - “False”.

Unsurprisingly, the two candidates/political parties mentioned in most of the sto-
ries are Emmanuel Macron from En Marche! (14) and Marine Le Pen from National
Front (9) - the two runners-up in the presidential election. Eleven of the stories about
Macron are labelled “False”, like a picture of Macron wearing what looks like a small
earpiece in a TV debate with Le Pen (CrossCheck, 05.05.2017b), fabricated proof of an
offshore account opened by Macron (CrossCheck, 05.05.2017a) and a rumour about
how Macron always washes his hands after shaking hands with workers (CrossCheck,
28.04.2017b).

Among the six stories about Le Pen and National Front marked as “False”, we find
a claim about how the French government prevented overseas polling stations from
displaying Marine Le Pen’s posters (CrossCheck, 25.04.2017) and a Kremlin tweet that
“Moscow will help Le Pen to win the elections” (CrossCheck, 28.03.2017). It is a party’s
own responsibility to provide posters to overseas polling stations. National Front did
not provide them by the deadline. The Kremlin tweet led to rumours about Russia
supporting Front National’s presidential candidate, but the tweet came from a site
called “LifeNews” which is independent of the Russian government.

Three of the four stories about Mélenchon from La France Insoumise are also
labelled “False”, including a satirical story about the French public intellectual Ber-
nard-Henri Lévy who threatens to leave France if Mélenchon becomes president
(CrossCheck, 14.04.2017), and a Twitter message claiming that Mélenchon wears a
17,750 € Rolex watch (CrossCheck, 21.03.2017). In fact, Mélenchon wears a model from
the Seiko 5 line, which costs between 70€ and 200€ depending on the model.
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Two stories about the Republican candidate, Francois Fillon, are also included in
the fact-check before the election — an outdated article about how Fillon had been
cleared of all charges against him in the Penelope case® (CrossCheck, 18.04.2017), and
a revelation by the newspaper Valeurs Actuelles that the man who flower-bombed
Fillon was on France’s watch list for extremists (CrossCheck, 07.04.2017). This is a
story marked with “Attention’, since the flower-bomber is no longer on the watch list.

Comparing Faktisk and CrossCheck

In 2017, two fact-checking projects were launched in connection with the parliamen-
tary election in Norway and the presidential election in France - Faktisk and Cross-
Check. Both projects were based on a collaboration between several news outlets.
The Norwegian fact-checking service — Faktisk — included four of the biggest news
outlets in Norway - VG, Dagbladet, NRK and TV 2. The French fact-checking project
- CrossCheck - brought together 37 newsrooms, including Libération, Le Monde,
Agence France-Presse and France Médias Monde. They both had a mission to check
the facts of public statements and reveal fake news circulating in social media in the
weeks leading up to the elections. However, Faktisk and CrossCheck differ in how
they fact-check the elections, what kind of stories they mark as true, false and uncer-
tain, as well as the political parties/candidates involved in the fact-check.

When it comes to how they fact-check the elections, Faktisk uses news criteria
to guide the selection of stories to fact-check, while CrossCheck prioritizes stories
about the presidential election which are popular in social media and have not been
fact-checked before. The process of fact-checking a story also works differently within
Faktisk with its own office and editorial staff. The reporters of CrossCheck only came
together for a three-day “boot camp” before the presidential election, and then they
were left to collaborate online. Finally, after evaluating the stories, Faktisk places their
assessments along a continuum from “Actually completely wrong” to “Actually true’,
while CrossCheck uses a true-false dichotomy, with an additional description of sto-
ries marked as “False” to help the readers get a more nuanced understanding of what
is considered fake news. While Faktisk still runs fact-checks, the online collaboration
project of CrossCheck ceased to exist after the presidential election.

CrossCheck published almost twice as many fact-checks during the presidential
election (62) as the stories labelled by Faktisk as related to the parliamentary election
(32). When it comes to the stories marked as true, false and uncertain, both Faktisk
and CrossCheck have a majority of fact-checks marked as “Actually completely false/
Actually partly false” or “False” — “Manipulated”, “Manufactured”, “Misattributed”,

3 The Penelope case was a political-financial scandal involving allegations of Francois Fil-
lon paying his wife — Penelope Fillon - to be his assistant, but she never carried out any
assistance job. The salary came out of the parliamentary funds over eight years. Before
the scandal, Fillon had portrayed himself to be a sleaze-free, honorable country gentle-
man (Chrisafis, 27.01.2017).
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“Misleading”, “Mlisreported” and “Satire” When it comes to the uncertain category,
Faktisk uses the label “Actually not sure” on three claims, while CrossCheck has five
stories labelled as “Caution” and one as “Insufficient evidence” It is interesting to note
that Faktisk and CrossCheck use very different classifications to highlight the stories
of which they are uncertain.

Finally, the politicians/political parties fact-checked the most, are also the can-
didates most likely to win the election.* However, it means something completely
different for a politician to be fact-checked by Faktisk, than being involved as a polit-
ical candidate in a story evaluated by CrossCheck, since the stories fact-checked by
CrossCheck are claims about the politicians, not statements made by the candidates
themselves. A high proportion of stories marked as false for Emmanuel Macron do not
mean that he is telling lies or trying to deceive us, but rather that he has many “fake
news” stories circulating about him online. After the election, the French president
Macron announced a new law to combat fake news and protect democracy (Nugent,
07.06.2018).

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have done a comparative case study analysis of two fact-checking
projects related to the parliamentary election in Norway 2017 and the presidential
election in France 2017 - Faktisk and CrossCheck. Regardless of the two projects be-
ing collaborative, launched in connection with the elections and based on the same
mission of fact-checking and revealing fake news circulating in social media, I still
find them to be very different in the way they function and operate.

The Norwegian fact-checking project — Faktisk - followed the traditional Ameri-
can model of fact-checking political claims and statements in the parliamentary elec-
tion in 2017. Faktisk also used a continuum to rate the accuracy of political claims, just
like PolitiFact’s Truth-O-Meter or the Pinocchios handed out by Washington Post’s
Fact Checker. The French fact-checking project - CrossCheck - on the other hand,
belonged to a newer tradition of debunking online hoaxes and rumours. According
to a report published by CrossCheck (Smyrnaios et al., 2017), the evaluation system
served a pedagogical purpose by helping the readers get a more nuanced understand-
ing of fake news.

We can relate these differences to the level of trust in political institutions and the
news media, as well as the concern about fake news in Norway and France. In France,
the overall trust in political institutions like the police, the legal system, the parlia-
ment, the political parties and the politicians is low compared to Norway (European
Social Survey, 2014). The overall trust in news media is also low compared to other

4  Erna Solberg’s cabinet consisting of The Conservative Party and The Progress Party re-
ceived the majority of the votes in the 2017 Norwegian parliamentary election. Emmanu-
el Macron became president after beating Marine Le Pen in the second round of the 2017
French presidential election.
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European countries, and a high proportion say they are concerned about fake news
(Fletcher et al., 2018).

In Norway, we do not see the same lack of trust in political institutions and the
news media. There is also much less concern about fake news in Norway. We need to
be aware of these country differences in the way news stories and public statements
are fact-checked. The fact-checking projects are always bound to the political and
journalistic context of the countries in which they operate.
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European Populism and the Blurring Frontier between

Left and Right
Marine Le Pen and Jean-Luc Mélenchon at the 2017’ French
Presidential Elections

Franck Orban

“We feel that we are in a drag race with the far right. The people who reject the system will
choose between their answer and ours.”
Jean-Luc Mélenchon, “L’ extréme droite ou nous.” Sud Ouest, 23th March 2013.

Introduction’

Populism has experienced a revival since the beginning of the new millennium. Pop-
ulist parties in Western and Eastern Europe have enforced their position in national
and subnational elections to become critical players in European politics. In some key
countries, they have reached a position where they can compete with traditional par-
ties, sometimes defeating them. By doing so, they win the “battle of hearts,” reshaping
traditional conflict lines between opposite political sides. One the most striking fea-
tures of their achievement is the ongoing blurring of the frontier between left-wing
and right-wing politics in their rhetoric and its replacement by an axis opposing sup-
porters and opponents of the EU, liberal globalization and multiculturalism. This dy-
namic was present in the referendum process in Britain leaving the European Union
in June 2016, the general elections in the Netherlands in March 2017, the presidential
elections in France in April-May 2017 and the Italian general election in March 2018.

This chapter takes a closer look at how populism intends to concretize a shift away
from traditional politics over to political borders reflecting a so-called “new reality”
The first part examines the present debate on populism by stressing how the high
degree of politicizing, the absence of academic consensus and the myriad definitions
and approaches to populism complicate a clear understanding of this phenomenon.
The second part of this chapter deals with similarities and differences between right-
wing populism and left-wing populism. Using background analyses and speeches
given by Marine Le Pen, leader of National Front (now renamed “National Rally”)
and Jean-Luc Mélenchon, leader of the grass-roots movement “Unsubmissive France
(FI);” we show how Le Pen and Mélenchon intend to transform traditional political
dividing lines between the left and the right into a new globalist/anti-globalist axis.
Their convergences on certain topics leads to a paradox: even if they share a common
goal of wiping out political benchmarks, their radicalism indicates that the frontier
between left and right has not vanished yet.

1 A previous version of this work was first presented at the IPSA World Congress of Polit-
ical Science in Brisbane, Australia 21-25 August 2018.
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Defining populism: a challenging process

Since populism is on the political agenda both within and outside Europe, how should
we define it? Political science gives no quick answer. The word “populism” was la-
belled for the first time by Ionescu and Gellner in “Populism: its meaning and national
characteristics” at the London School of Economics in 1967. They already pointed out
the lack of clarity surrounding this topic and did not settle on a definition (Taggart
2000, p. 18; Deiwiks 2009, p. 1). Through the 1970s and the 1980s, two approaches
dominated research on populism. The first linked it to modernization theory, while
the second linked it to structural Marxism (Pappas 2014). Neither of them provided
a sufficient definition. Laclau (1977, p. 18) stressed that populism is as elusive as it is
recurrent in global politics. Canovan (1981) came up with one of the first typologies of
populism with two main categories divided into seven subcategories, but the readers
had unfortunately to sort out all these types by themselves without further explana-
tions from the author.

Skepticism towards populism prevails forty years later after Laclau’s quote despite
the fact that the world has gone through a paradigmatic change with the end of the
Cold War and globalization, and that research on populism has become more trans-
disciplinary and multidirectional. Two reasons can explain that. Firstly, populism as
a notion remains controversial because it can be used by actors in power to delegiti-
mize alternative political discourses that challenge mainstream thinking and political
establishment. In this sense, populism is reminiscent of the way labels like radical,
extremist or terrorist can be used to incriminate opponents. More generally, popu-
lism is rarely used with a positive connotation and is regularly criticized for being
irresponsible, irrational or worse, for being a threat to democratic ideals. Scholars
and journalists also tend to use the populist label to depict fuzzy charismatic leaders
in Europe who build their political success on their unmediated and passionate rela-
tionship with their electorate. Inversely, populist leaders — much like terrorists who
portray themselves as “freedom fighters” - refuse to be labelled as such by opponents.
Instead, they use words like “patriots” or “nationals” to escape the demonization trap
set by opponents and to positively frame their movement or party (Moffitt & Tormey
2014, p. 382).

The second reason that can explain why the notion of “populism” remains suspi-
cious is the number of theoretical approaches that jeopardize the possibility of reach-
ing a common definition. This situation subsequently generates a multiplication of
case-study analyses that prove more than ever how multifaceted populism is. Dorna
(2003) recognized the paradox caused by failed attempts to define populism, but he
also stressed that the importance of this phenomenon was undeniable. Krastev (2007)
regretted too that scientists used such an imprecise notion to define the complexity of
a worldwide transformation of modern politics. Confusion has lasted despite numer-
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ous attempts to bridge the definition gap (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2012; Taggart
2000). Recently, Pappas (2016, p. 2) warned against the temptation of simplification
when using “catch-all” definitions to describe populist trends from different places
and different times. Populism as a concept runs in other words the risk of becoming
increasingly meaningless (Moffitt & Tormey 2014, p. 382).

Populism as a discursive style, a strategy or an ideology

Does this mean that populism is indefinable? Several attempts are laudable. Among
them, Gidron and Bonikowski (2013, p. 7) propose three conceptual approaches,
which define populism as a discursive style, a form of political mobilization or an
ideology. Populism as a discursive style deals with the process of making claims about
politics and the characteristics of a political discourse. This discourse builds on the di-
chotomy between “us = the people”, and “them = the corrupt elite” and on a criticism
of the political establishment always based on the fact that the people tell the truth,
while the elite tell lies. Populism is therefore considered as a mean of communication
and expression that is used selectively and strategically by political players without
regard to any particular ideology (Brubaker 2017, p. 360). This approach provides a
weak link between populistic practice and political identity, as anyone can be a pop-
ulist or behave in a populist way, depending on situations. An unexpected example of
that was given by Emmanuel Macron during the last presidential campaign in France
when he was criticized by his populist rivals for practicing a form of “high tech-popu-
lism” when emphasizing the difference between supporters and opponents of France’s
modernization.

This approach also contributes to normalizing populism since it is disconnect-
ed from any particular radical label. Anyone uses it whenever necessary. Moffitt and
Tormey (2014, p. 389) have a similar approach with their “political style” Populism is
here understood as the result of ongoing dynamics between performing politicians
and their supporters in a situation in which the style of the performance adapts to the
subjectivity of the audience, which in turn can affect or change the narratives used by
leaders to convince them.

Populism seen as a tool for political mobilization and political organization has
been influential in political and social theory during the last decades and has primar-
ily been developed by Laclau and Mouffe (Gidron & Bonikowski 2013, p. 10). This
approach presupposes that populism is not an end in itself, nor an ideology, but rather
a strategy (Dinc 2016, p. 7). It functions as a tool for policy making by rulers who want
to remain in power and reduce opponents to silence or in contrast by leaders in the
opposition who want to take up the fight against political or economic ruling elites on
behalf of what they identify as the “real people” By doing that, they intend to reverse
existing power relationships in their favor in order to obtain a redistribution of power.
They intend to increase their influence by using individuals or groups who they mean
have been unheard or excluded from the public debate and promise empowerment
through democratic processes (Rovira Kaltwasser 2012, p. 193). To achieve that, pop-
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ulist parties aim to secure political support through a top-down mobilization process
of mass constituencies. A common feature of populist parties is the existence of a
charismatic leader who represents the “Have-Nots” and speaks for them.

Still, it is important to bear in mind that not all leaders of populist parties are
charismatic and that some populist parties have no charismatic leader at all. What is
meant by strategy here is the fact that populist parties and leaders relate the content of
their message to supporters in a pragmatic way. They will reformulate and put on the
political agenda voters’ concerns in order to gain influence. One should therefore not
overestimate their ideological content, but rather emphasize their opportunistic char-
acter. After pitiful electoral results in presidential and parliamentary elections in 2017,
Marine Le Pen and Jean-Luc Mélenchon quickly moved away from fierce opposition
to the European Union and the Euro, something that was at the core of their electoral
campaign, to a more pragmatic approach taking into account their voters’ fear of en-
dangered savings and pensions. Such examples strengthen the idea that populism has
more in common with political style or electoral strategy than ideology.

During the Cold war, left-wing radicals and right-wing radicals were generally por-
trayed as equally threatening liberal democracy. This debate still splits scholars today
when considering the rise of populism, as it usually presupposes the pre-eminence of
liberal values, however defined, over any other forms of perception of democracy. This
kind of “liberal strabismus” causes problems when researchers try to understand the
underlying reasons why Hungarian voters to a large extent still support Viktor Orban’s
project of illiberal democracy or why competing populist parties on the left and right
sides of the Italian political landscape could agree to form a government. Still, there is
a growing consensus on the fact that today’s populism is not yesterday’s fascism and
that its form in post-WWII democracies distinguishes itself from pre-democratic or
non-democratic political settings. Modern populism can rather be understood as an
expression of democracy and a degraded form of it (Canovan 2002, p. 27), but also as
a process that redefines boundaries that came to limit democracy’s efficiency (Pappas
2016, p. 16). That is why shortcomings of existing definitions demand new interpreta-
tions of populism that are compatible with a democratic framework in motion. Popu-
lists cannot just be labeled as undemocratic or illegitimate when they advocate a form
of more direct democracy which is able to detect, affirm, and manage voters who feel
left behind (Urbinati 2014, p. 128).

In France, both the growth of the National Rally and Unsubmissive France during
the last years has largely been due to support from voters who felt ignored by estab-
lished parties. In that sense, Mudde is right in emphasizing the fact that European
countries would be wrong to reduce populism to pathology or extremism, or to accept
it as a fatality that cannot be stemmed.> Acknowledging that populism can ask the

2 Talking about the populist radical right (PRR), Mudde makes an interesting distinction
between “normal pathology” and pathological normalcy;” in which PRR is considered
as pathological normalcy because “(..) it is connected to mainstream ideas and much in
tune with broadly shared mass attitudes and policy positions” (Mudde 2010, p. 1178).
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right questions without being able to provide the right answers — mainly because it
does not address the entire society but only factions of it, democracies have to engage
in a dialogue with populist forces and take into account voters’ claims channeled by
populist actors without compromising on core principles of pluralistic democracy and
slipping into an authoritarian drift.> By supplying adequate answers to the voters’ anx-
iety, they will eventually manage to weaken populist demands and strengthen liberal
democracy (Mudde 2017, p. 118).

Populism can also be considered as an ideology. This approach has become main-
stream in European comparative politics during the last decade (Moffitt and Tormey
384). An ideology is usually defined as a system of ideas that aspires both to explain
the world and to change it. Mudde achieved a certain degree of consensus by giving a
minimalistic definition of populism that connects populism to ideology. He defined
populism as a thin-centered ideology that separates society into two homogeneous
and antagonistic groups, the “pure people” and the “corrupt elite,” and argues that
politics should be an expression of the general will (volonté générale) of the people
(Mudde 2017, p. 23). He also made an important distinction between what he called
thin-centered and thick-centered ideologies. The former can mobilize masses for a
short period of time, but it cannot provide a holistic view of human activity, while the
latter gives a more complete framework to understanding human society. According
to that principle, thin-centered ideologies have limited morphology and functionality.
They have no sustainability and must act like parasites that “hack into” thick-centered
ideologies to flourish (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2012, p. 5).

Populism is for this reason supposed to be unable to replace thick-centered ide-
ologies like nationalism, liberalism or socialism. But it can feed on them using them
as a host. Abts and Rummens (2007), Stanley (2008) and Rovira Kaltwasser (2012)
developed similar approaches. Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s Unsubmissive France could, for
that reason, be labelled as a monomorphic populism, as it combines populism with
elements of socialism. By contrast, Marine Le Pen’s National Rally would provide a
better example of polymorphic populism by borrowing elements of both traditional
French right-wing nationalism (on identity) and left-wing rhetoric (on economy) to
catch voters on both sides of the political landscape. New research has also drawn
attention to the exclusive or inclusive nature of populism and to differences in degrees
of populism, dividing different types of populism into “soft” and “hard” forms (Aal-
berg et al. 2016).

Mudde’s perspective is of particular interest. However, at least two questions can
be raised regarding the notion of populism as a “thin-centered” ideology. Firstly,
Mudde argues that populism gathers support from angry voters with various back-
grounds who have in common their mistrust towards mainstream politics (Mudde
2017, p. 101). But the concern for the “people’s good” is not unique to populism. It has

3 Core principles of liberal democracy defined as popular sovereignty, majority rule, inde-
pendence of institutions, protections of fundamental rights, freedom of expression and
protection of minorities.
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been crucial to liberalism, socialism and nationalism. Populism just defines “people”
differently by excluding the others. Is then Mudde’s distinction between the “pure
people” and the “corrupt elite” sufficient to separate wheat from chaft? Socialism and
nationalism as earlier mentioned also called for the people’s struggle against domestic
immoral elites and external intruders. How stripped of ideological tags does populism
need to be before losing all its relevance? (Stanley 2008, p. 107) Mudde’s model is in-
deed applied so extensively that it makes it challenging to distinguish who is a populist
and who is not, and what really makes the difference between them. Instead of talking
about separate thin and thick ideologies, one might therefore prefer to stick to existing
ideologies and rather look at the ways in which populist parties and leaders borrow
ideological components from them, depending on circumstances.

Secondly, populists are not all identical in regard to moderation or extremism.
Right-wing populists can be protectionist or liberal in economic terms. But they can
also be culturally conservative or reactionary while being economically liberal at the
same. What about those advocating strong anti-Semitism and those supporting Isra-
el? The same level of plurality characterizes left-wing populism (@sterud 2017, p. 248).
The Hungarian party Jobbik is an interesting example of a party that has been labelled
radical or extreme-right for decades. Upon losing voters to its major opponent on the
right side Fidesz during the last campaign for parliamentary elections in April 2018,
Jobbik did not hesitate to alter its profile in order to appear more moderate against
a radicalized Fidesz who would copy Jobbik’s program to attract voters it had lost
earlier.

Riding waves of discontent

Populist parties throughout Europe are on the rise. They come from different political
horizons (radical right, market liberalism and left-wing or socialist ideologies) and
develop into different versions, from populist radical right and populist liberal on the
right side to anti-neoliberalist and anti-globalist on the left side (Wolinetz & Zaslove
2018, p. 8-9). Some of them have existed for decades, such as the National Rally in
France and the Austrian Freedom Party, while others have emerged more recently in
the era of globalization, like Unsubmissive France. Up to the end of the 1980s, most
of these parties remained marginal. This position did not allow them to play any sig-
nificant role in national or European politics. With the winding down of the Cold
War, they were however given a second chance. From being insignificant, they slowly
gained support in local and national elections.

During the same period, new protest parties emerged with looser or no previ-
ous ties to post-fascist and post-Nazi parties. Previous Anti-Communism and An-
ti-Parliamentarianism parties were progressively dropped in favor of opposition to
globalization, European integration and immigration, emphasizing the importance of
national identity and the sustainability of the welfare state. Whilst remaining in op-
position, they were increasingly able to exert efficient pressure on mainstream parties
which struggled to redefine their ideological platforms after the end of the Cold War.
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In doing so, they disrupted the political stability in several countries and succeeded in
influencing mainstream parties’ discourse and policy agenda toward a more “rightist
way” (Inglehart and Norris 2016, p. 1).

By the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s, the LePenization of minds
already referred to French Conservatives attempt to take on some of National Front’s
ideas about immigration policies or the struggle against crime to defeat the left side
and remain in power. As the voters usually preferred the original version to a pale
imitation, populists increased their weight in elections and weakened center-right
parties electoral results or ruling performance. During the first decade of the 2000s,
populist parties defeated center-right parties by taking an opposition stance in elec-
tions where alliances were not possible or by joining in governing coalitions, as earlier
anti-Semitic attitudes were replaced by growing hostility to immigrants and Muslims
after 9/11.

In addition to that, the financial crisis of 2008 that hit Southern Europe produced
a form of left-wing populism that emerged as a reaction to inequalities created by
globalization and austerity policies. New radical actors like Unsubmissive France in
France or Podemos in Spain profited from the rapid erosion of traditional social-dem-
ocrat votes. What seemed to be impossible ten years earlier — ruling coalitions be-
tween center-right parties and radical right-wing populists - became commonly ac-
cepted. During that period, populist parties participated in seven European majority
governments and in three minority governments, in contrast to none in the 1980s and
one in the 1990s (Italy). This number has increased again in recent years.

As a result of that, the average share of the vote going to populist right parties in
national and European parliamentary elections rose from 6.7% in the 1960s to 13.4%
in the 2010s, while their average share of seats rose from 5.9% to 13.7%. The average
share of the vote for populist left parties rose parallelly from 2.4% in the 1960s to 12.7%
in 2010s, while their share of seats increased from o0.12 to 11.5% on average. Populists
have in that sense become the most successful political family in Western Europe after
World War II. Electoral results between 2014 and 2018 showed that they no longer
only disturb the political arena or must compromise with established parties. They
can come into position to seize power. At the general election in 2018 in Italy, populist
forces “captured” for the first time a founding member of the EU and its third largest
economy with an alliance between two theoretically antagonistic camps.

The previous year, Marine Le Pen managed to reach the second round of the pres-
idential election beating both the Conservatives and the Socialists. She registered the
best result ever for the Front in a presidential election with 33.9 percent and 10.6 mil-
lion votes in the second round. Three years earlier, she already had won the election to
the EU-parliament with 25% of the votes to beat both the Socialist Party and the Con-
servatives from The Republicans. This was the first time ever that the National Front
won a national election in France. Unsubmissive France has never been in position
to seize power. But following the presidential election in 2017, it took the leadership
of the left wing of French politics, relegating the Socialist party to a secondary role.



74 | Franck Orban

Inglehart and Norris (2016) proposed two interesting approaches that give some
explanations about the rise of mass support for populists. The economic inequality
approach emphasizes profound changes in the workforce of postindustrial economies
and in their societies at large. According to this perspective, the globalization process
successfully reduced economic inequalities on a global scale, but it created structural
instability locally in European economies that already struggled with competing with
low cost countries. Globalization made the existing gap between “Anywheres” and
“Somewheres” within European countries worse than before (Goodhart 2018, p. 1-2).
Parallelly, the fast transition towards knowledge economies and technological autom-
atization combined with increasing flows of labor, goods, individuals and capital, sped
up the breakdown of national manufacturing industries and led to a downward spiral.
Rising economic insecurity and social deprivation among those left behind in this
process fueled popular resentment of the ruling political classes among the most vul-
nerable strata of society and made them easy targets for a populist rhetoric (Inglehart
and Norris 2016, p. 2).

A socioeconomic environment that was ridden with strong inequality should inev-
itably have profited left-wing populism. Against all odds, it did not. Left-wing populist
parties achieved electoral results only in Greece with Syriza, in Spain with Podemos,
and to a lesser extent in France with Unsubmissive France. Syriza was actually the only
left-wing populist party that made it into government in 2015. The reason for left-wing
populism’s stalemate lay within particular experience and challenges that these parties
failed to overcome. In Greece’s case, it proved to be difficult to fulfill promises on an
economic shift while facing dramatic economic challenges. Moreover, left-wing pop-
ulism didn’t succeed in providing voters with programs that could efficiently address
socioeconomic and democratic demands against neoliberal elites. But the reason for
their failure may also lie in the second approach advanced by Inglehart and Norris.

The cultural backlash approach suggests that support for populist parties is moti-
vated by economics, but also by a reaction against post-materialist and progressive
values, such as cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism. This reaction has existed in
Western countries since the 1970s, but it blossomed with globalization and was trans-
formed into a counter-revolutionary backlash amongst the older generation, white
men, the less educated and the religious and ethnic majorities who felt deprived of
a former society in which these groups felt empowered and where traditional norms
and values were essential and provided them with stability and social status (Inglehart
and Norris 2016, p. 3).

To what extent the rise of populism is due to economic inequality or cultural back-
lash is difficult to assess with full certainty. It is probably a combination of both factors,
as Reynié (2011, p. 16) points out with the notion of “patrimonial populism.”* Inglehart
and Norris (2016, p. 3) suggest however that cultural backlash became more important

4 Patrimonial populism is based on the virulent and conservative defence of a material
heritage, which can be identified with a standard of living, and an immaterial heritage,
which can be identified with lifestyle.
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than economy to explain today’s mass support of populism, because the tradition-
al economic left-right division in party competition gradually became overlaid by a
clearer cultural frontier dividing populists from cosmopolitan liberalism.> But to what
extent can they be compared to each other? The economic insecurity generated by
the negative impact of structural changes in globalized economies and by austerity
measures creates a whole set of preconditions for resentment directed at national or
international institutions or at internal or external actors who are scapegoated for
worsened living conditions. Social dissatisfaction, if it is properly manipulated, can
stimulate a backlash toward cultural shifts. Voters can be manipulated to believe that
economic challenges in reality are cultural.

This might indeed be the reason for the success of right-wing populists. What
former far-right parties could not achieve during the post-war period is now more
feasible. Right-wing populists push through a nativist and authoritarian agenda in-
fluenced by the ideas of the New Right under the pretext of protecting “native” Euro-
peans from losing their culture and identity. When necessary, populist actors like the
National Front didn’t hesitate to shift their economic focus to borrow and integrate
values from the opposite side to capture traditional leftist voters. They simply became
polymorphic, while left-wing populist parties remained monolithic. Furthermore, not
everything can be blamed on globalization. The combination of globalization, Euro-
pean integration, new technologies and social media generate a blurring of physical
and mental borders, as well as a fear of the unknown among voters, which is rooted
in profound and fast societal transformations that alter key social institutions and
personal practices. Ulrich BecK’s use of the term “risk society” can then be turned into
“world risk society” when describing such a fear (Beasley 2016, p. 772). The voters’
rejection of mass immigration, cultural liberalization, and the surrender of national
sovereignty through voting for populist parties expresses what psychologists call a
“cognitive dissonance” Voters direct their resentment at what they might perceive as
unresponsive national authorities and distant international institutions that cannot
provide foreseeability and safety, but also at groups or individuals that they hold re-
sponsible for their misery.

In this sense, the financial crisis that crushed parts of Southern and Eastern Eu-
rope between 2008 and 2012, the refugee crisis that peaked in 2015, as well as repeated
terror attacks on European soil, gave ammunition to populist actors who wanted vot-
ers to believe that national and international bodies were unable to provide European
citizens with wealth and safety. They drew their strength from such a “cognitive dis-
sonance” to exploit short-term and long-term insecurity to their own profit. Riding
the new wave of discontent, they were successful in nursing anger. To do that, they
borrowed one or several ideologies (nativism/populism or socialism/populism), po-

5  To be precise, Inglehart and Norris (2016, p. 4) conclude that “(...) cultural values, com-
bined with several social and demographic factors, provide the most consistent and par-
simonious explanation for voting support for populist parties”
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liticized issues that were ignored or improperly addressed by leaders in power and
adapted their rhetoric to match voters’ immediate concerns (Mudde 2017, p. 104).

In doing so - and that would be the supply side of populism -, they attract support
by offering short-term solutions to complicated problems and by temporarily eradi-
cating uncertainty. From one election to another, they managed to eat into support
for traditional center-right parties while dealing a knock-out blow to the center-left
(Galston 2013; Wolinetz & Zaslove 2018, p. 6-7). Between 2014 and 2018, populists
blurred the traditional frontier betw