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When voters are dissatisfied with a  national 
government, they do not support opposition 
parties, but rather vote for new alternatives. 
When answering the question of which ex-
planations for territorial heterogeneity of the 
vote for Western European countries could be 
applied for the East, the authors examine ter-
ritorial cleavages, authority of the region and 
electoral rules. Variables under these head-
ings appeared in several country chapters. 
This brings us back to the question from the 
introduction of the book: are regional elec-
tions in Eastern Europe regionalized or na-
tionalized? The overall conclusion indicates 
that the most of regional elections in Eastern 
Europe are nationalized. Even the regional 
presence of significant ethnic minorities is 
not a  sufficient condition for regionalization 
of the vote. Nationalization of the vote is en-
hanced by a widespread tendency of keeping 
regional government as weak as possible or 
by adopting mechanisms to restrain regional  
parties.

Based on these conclusions, the common 
explanatory model appeared to be powerful in 
the Eastern European environment too. But it 
is important to note that the presented results 
also confirm that some key second-order ef-
fects play out differently in the analysed coun-
tries. Apparently, voters in Eastern European 
countries behave in specific way. This opens 
up demands for further research. 

The book Regional and National Elections 
in Eastern Europe: Territoriality of the Vote 
in Ten Countries provides a systematic exam-
ination of the processes structuring elector-
al behaviour at the regional level in Eastern 
Europe. Not placing the state at the common 
centre of analysis allowed its authors to com-
prehensively focus on territorial heterogene-
ity. The greatest value of this book lies in its 
cross country comparison of Eastern Europe-
an countries without leaving out important 
contextual factors of the analysed countries. 

Together with previous research devoted to 
territoriality of the vote in Western European 
countries, the authors present a complete pic-
ture of electoral outcomes at the regional level 
across Europe.
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The book, written by Teun Pauwels, is the 
result of his PhD, and covers his main areas 
of research in Populism, Ideologies and Vot-
ing Behaviour. The relevance of his research 
in understanding the motives of populist rise 
and its voters are undeniable in the current sit-
uation. The rise of Trump to the White House, 
together with the ‘near-misses’ in France and 
Austria, and the general rise in populist par-
ties across Europe and other areas have put in 
the limelight the old term ‘populism’. 

The research poses the question of what caus-
es people to vote for populist parties. This is di-
vided into who they are, why they gain support,  
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why people vote for them, and how they sur-
vive over time. These questions are asked in 
the context of three countries: Belgium, Neth-
erlands, and Germany, that, according to the 
author, share similar institutional settings, 
and host a variety of populist parties. 

After a broad introduction of the topic, the 
research delves into the many definitions of 
populism and finally adapts its characterisa-
tion as a ‘thin-centred ideology’, as explained 
by Mudde (2007), including the ‘4 dimen-
sions’ inherent to populist discourse (dichoto-
my between the elite and the people, depiction 
of elite as corrupt and the people as inherently 
honest, homogeneity within the two groups, 
and favour measures of direct democracy), 
analysing both the supply side (what par-
ties offer) and the demand side (what voters 
want). The author, through a  review of the 
literature and a content analysis (manual and 
computerised) of party manifestos, identifies 
and classifies the populist parties in these 
three countries. Of these, and with a  thresh-
old of a  sufficient number of voters to allow 
voter study, 6 parties are selected for study 
(2  neoliberal populist, 2 social populist and 
2 national populist). 

After the parties have been identified, the 
research moves towards voting behaviour, 
where the factors motivating voters are divid-
ed into the categories of purely populist (such 
as support for direct democracy), facilitators 
(such as ideology), and specific (which only 
affect certain types of populism, such as im-
migration and national populism). They are 
studied case by case, together with a descrip-
tion of each party and its history. This process 
is later evaluated in a meta-analysis compar-
ing all the hypothesis-testing for each factor 
on each party. 

The main findings of the research are that 
dissatisfaction with the functioning of de-
mocracy is a  major reason for populist vot-
ing. Dissatisfaction, in fact, provides no ex-

tra support to any other party. Together with 
this, a  preference for direct decision-making 
is identified, with education being relevant 
for right-wing populists and, in general, with 
a group of ‘losers from globalisation’ as poten-
tial voters. The research also found that young 
and nonreligious voters are more likely to 
support populist parties, most likely for their 
minimal attachment to the system. As for atti-
tudes, egalitarian ones favour social populists, 
anti-immigration favour neoliberal ones, and 
anti-immigration and authoritarian favour 
national populists. The support of parties over 
time is linked to how rooted they are in soci-
ety and their structure (pre-existing networks 
and resources). This frame and these findings 
will now be commented. 

First of all, the book introduces an inter-
esting and systematic scheme for using both 
qualitative and quantitative techniques to clas-
sify and identify populist parties. As the book 
highlights, the discussion on what is populism 
is far from over, nor is there consensus, but the 
fact that Mudde’s four dimensional approach, 
together with the idea of a thin-centred ideol-
ogy, has been able to provide a clear typology 
of either-or is a positive sign. Particularly giv-
en the fact that virtually every party uses pop-
ulist techniques available in their repertoire to 
some degree. 

Secondly, the differences in analysis be-
tween populist factors, facilitators, and specif-
ic issues, allows differentiation between popu-
list parties in a solvent form: the well-known 
‘rise of populism’ is therefore dissected into 
small pieces that not only tell why populist 
parties succeed, but why certain types of them 
do so. This also maximises the comparability 
and further applicability of this study: pop-
ulist drives seem to differ greatly in France 
and in Poland, for instance, but the meth-
ods applied would work equally in all cases. 
If anything, the typology should be enlarged 
for certain specificities of Central and Eastern 
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Europe, something noted by the author in the 
final comments. 

Particularly important is the intuitive find-
ing that dissatisfaction with democracy and 
political distrust are key necessary factors in 
the rise of populism: it outlines the causes at 
the root of the issue. Together with two issues 
proposed for further research by the author 
(political context in detail and media studies, 
as they most likely play a fundamental role in 
shaping these perspectives), the study could 
be turned into a  systematic analysis finding 
not only who votes for what and why, but also 
which ingredients in the broader sense play 
a meaningful role. 

Interestingly, at several points the book dis-
cusses the idea of populism linked to democ-
racy, as to criticise a petition for more democ-
racy, from a  democratic point of view, may 
seem counter-intuitive. The reflection offered 
considers that populist voters (and populist 
leaders) do not necessarily favour higher lev-
els of popular participation in the democratic 
systems. They rather ask for an ex post facto 
approach to the decision-making, where the 
people has a plebiscitary power over the final 
outcome. This is ingrained in the mistrust 
and contempt for the ‘elite’ and the assumed 
good-willed nature and wisdom of the peo-
ple. However, it can be argued that this pro-
cess effectively obscures the decision-making 
process, particularly in terms of civil society 
engagement, deliberation and multi-level gov-
ernance; the fact that the ‘leader’ of the peo-
ple asks the questions and shapes the possible 
answers gives it far more concentrated and 
unchecked power than in a  more dispersed 
system with intermediaries (the so-called 
elite). Historically, this mistrust for the ‘elite’ 
may refer to a conglomerate of economic and 
political powers, including parliamentary de-
mocracy (like DeGaulle in France) or an in-
dependent judiciary (such as the current PiS 
government in Poland). 

Regarding the studies themselves, a poten-
tial shortcoming for further applicability of 
the study (and within the study itself, given 
the differences in availability of electoral stud-
ies) is the reliance on existing electoral studies 
and previously conducted content analyses, 
which can limit the study to cases for which 
available data exists and may cast doubt on 
the comparability of the project. These facts 
are nevertheless acknowledged by the author. 

Another relevant issue is the role of the 
‘political context’, together with the demand 
and supply for populism. To better under-
stand the reasons behind populist success, the 
study could benefit from objective data about 
the political setup. Instead, voting behaviour 
based on political trust, among others, are 
used as a proxy for the political context. While 
some may argue that, in Thomas’ words, ‘what 
men define as real becomes real in its con-
sequences’ (Thomas, Thomas 1928), there is 
a difference between voters’ perception of the 
political context and the effective cartelisation 
of politics, or corruption. This is particularly 
true if the question is to further understand 
the rise of populism as something other than 
a mere discursive battle; that is, if there is, for 
instance, an issue with immigration, or just 
a perception of it.

In this same sense, it could also be argued 
that a  broader ‘demand’ approach on voters’ 
conditions could also provide more amplitude 
to the research, namely the socioeconomic 
and cultural structures of the countries. This 
is particularly relevant under the research’s as-
sumption that the three countries have a sim-
ilar institutional setup: the fact that these con-
ditions are not considered in the next steps of 
the research (other than in the case-study pre-
sentation for each party, but not relevant for 
the conclusions) does not avoid the fact that is 
a rather questionable assumption. The Neth-
erlands is a  relatively small, homogeneous 
country; Belgium is a  small but drastically 
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divided one, in language and administration; 
and Germany is much larger and is relatively 
homogeneous (compared to Belgium) but has 
the normal divergences of large federal enti-
ties. This is taken into account in the case of 
SED/Die Linke when the author mentions the 
‘losers of unification’ as the main voters, but 
it is very vaguely explored overall, which pre-
cludes finding any kind of correlation between 
a specific setup and a particular populist oc-
currence. Of course, considering these factors 
would notably enlarge the research project 
itself in scope, and would probably make the 
results more complicated and ambiguous. 

In conclusion, the research effectively an-
swers the question it poses to itself, showing 
who votes for populist parties and for what 
reasons, subjectively speaking. It provides 
a well-thought and sound study of the success 
of populist parties related to voters’ motiva-
tions, and particularly provides a blueprint to 
conduct similar studies on many more Euro-
pean countries, which could eventually, if the 
hypotheses keep working, create a framework 
for populist voting behaviour without ‘proper 
names’ in the best (neo)positivist tradition. 
However, the work could have benefitted from 
a broader demand perspective and richer po-
litical context consideration. This is outlined, 
nevertheless, in the final part of the book re-
garding additional research, where the author 
acknowledges this particular lack of study of 
the causes of populism at the aggregate level, 
together with the absence of a media study. 
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Electoral systems belong to the most attrac-
tive research areas in political science. During 
the long period of electoral systems research, 
there was primary focus on inter-party di-
mension of electoral systems referring to dis-
tribution of power between political parties. 
In other words, one of the leading questions 
in this field of electoral studies is how the elec-
toral rules influence the distribution of power 
between parties within national party systems. 
However, more recently, a  more attention is 
given also to intra-party dimension which re-
lates to the distribution of power within par-
ties. The roots of this shift may be found in 
changing patterns of politics in the European 
democracies. It is argued that party identifica-
tion has lost importance in voters’ decisions 
and partisan loyalties have declined. Hand in 
hand with these changes, the electoral vola-
tility has increased. Additionally, there is also 
a growing scepticism among public in relation 
to politics, and especially to political parties. 
With respect to these changes, the concept of 
a personalization of politics with its core as-
sumption that while the political parties are 
less popular, the role of individual politicians 
become more important, gained higher rel-
evance. This line of thinking is common for 
most studies focusing on personalization of 
politics, and the Renwick and Pilet’s Faces on 
the Ballot: The Personalization of Electoral Sys-
tems in Europe is not an exception.


	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack

