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PREFACE 

Scientific research deals not only with pure science aspects, but also with applied 
research aspects of law, economy, management, and communication to solve 
challenges faced by the society and different organizations. The importance of the 
cross-sectional perspective continues to grow due to the increasing boost by new 
technologies, the increasing complexity of society, and the management of the 
business processes. The precise, qualitative, and on-time delivery of the right 
solutions to users and businesses, as well as the impact of the transformational 
power of information technology are crucial factors for long term sustainability. 
Acta Prosperitatis is a scientific journal of the Turiba University that focuses on 
the cross-disciplinary issues. Volume 9 contains papers on various aspects of 
management science, communication science, and law science.  

Onževs and Kolerte, in their article “External market entry opportunities in the 
information and communications technology industry in Scandinavia”, focuses on 
the historical and perspective trends of IT industry in Scandinavia and Latvia. Greg 
Simons, in his article “Conservatism, Populism and the Crisis of Liberal Democracy: New 
Political Relationships in the Making?” analyses  the contemporary conservative/ 
populist challenge to liberal democracy. Tax issues through the scope of the law 
are addressed in the article by Šklennika and Rušenieks “Determining the different 
relationship in the Latvia's legislative acts against persons employed in micro-
enterprises”. 

Sotirova, in her article “Еthicаl Leadership in Cross-Cultural Business Communication” 
assesses ethics of the leadership in cross-cultural environment. The paper by 
Veikša “Plagiarism and academic honesty in students' works at Latvian universities” 
focuses on the a role of supressing plagiarism among higher education students. 
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CONSERVATISM, POPULISM AND THE CRISIS OF 
LIBERAL DEMOCRACY: NEW POLITICAL 

RELATIONSHIPS IN THE MAKING? 

Greg Simons, Associate Professor,  
Uppsala University, Sweden and Turiba University, Latvia 

Abstract 

This article provides an analysis of the contemporary conservative/populist 
challenge to liberal democracy, thereby provoking a crisis in the liberal order 
at the national and global levels. The analysis is undertaken via a political 
marketing perspective, which is used to make sense of empirical materials 
drawn from academic and popular sources. A clear series of common points 
emerge suggesting that there is an evident challenge mounted against the 
hegemonic liberal order, characterized by a number of recurring crises they 
have been incapable of managing and, thus, giving their opponents a 
platform from which to rather successfully challenge their authority and 
influence. The opposing camps tend to shape their political offer to the public 
in terms of building the relationships with their voter based on opposing sets 
of norms and values, together with their vision of an ideal society.  

Keywords: crisis, liberal democracy, populism, conservatism, political marketing 

Introduction  

At the heart of political marketing there is the concept and the goal of creating and 
maintaining enduring, mutually beneficial relationships between the political 
body and its target audience. Traditionally, there was a distinction on the political 
spectrum, which varied from a left-wing to a right-wing orientation on a singular 
scale. However, recent events seem to indicate the presence of another axis of 
political orientation. The ‘new’ scale, for argument’s sake, can be said to run from 
a scale starting at pro-political establishment through to anti-political establishment. 
It is also referred to as the “somewhere and anywhere” concept, which is gaining 
ground (Goodhart, 2017). This scale does not render the old scale completely 
obsolete, but rather intersects it. Both the left and right sides of the ‘old’ political 
spectrum can be either pro or anti-political establishment.  

How does this look in practice? Voting has been viewed as a process of choosing a 
particular politician, a particular party and/or a particular policy. However, 
increasingly voting patterns are being marked by a negative voting, i.e. voting 
someone or something out, rather than in. A gradual backlash has been building 
against the liberal political order, but has only been clearly noticeable recently. 
This has been observed most vividly with the Dutch Referendum, BREXIT and the 
2016 US Presidential Election. This paper seeks to understand more clearly the 
role of political marketing in trying to shape relationships between the 
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communicators and their audiences within the context of the liberal versus 
populist conflict. 

The paper begins with a description of the methodology used, before moving to 
the subject of the role of political marketing in an evolving global political 
environment. This sets the scene for a section that takes a look at how the liberal 
versus populist conflict is narrated, firstly in academic literature and then in 
popular media sources. The resulting discussions and empirical material raises 
many questions, and as a result there is a need to look at the future research 
agenda, and not least of which the potential impact how we view the political 
spectrum.  

1. Method and aims 

The present paper is primarily in the format of a literary review of scientific and 
popular discourse on the “liberal versus populist” conflict in global politics, and 
from this empirical material, to deduce the significance and meaning for 
international politics from a political marketing perspective. The empirical 
material in the form of academic articles and media publications on this issue 
have been collected over a period of three years (2015–2018) through searches 
via specialised academic journals, Google Scholar (using keywords “crisis of 
liberal democracy”, “liberal democracy and populism” and “populist challenge”), 
regular checking of news headlines (direct to my email from The New York Times 
and the Financial Times for example) and general Google searches on the web 
(using the same keywords).  

The approaches to textual analysis shall include content analysis (quantifications 
of different elements in the text), argumentation analysis (the structure of 
argumentation used), and the qualitative analysis of ideas in the content (Boréus 
& Bergström, 2017, 7–9). The combination of these approaches is expected to 
yield results on the ontology and epistemology of reactions to mass mediated and 
academic textual depictions of the liberal-populist conflict within the context of 
global politics. The mass media and academic texts contextualise the relationships 
according to the perceived and projected power in the constructed social world 
order of mankind, such as justice and injustice, powerful and powerless, legitimate 
and illegitimate, worthy and unworthy.  

2. Political marketing in an  
evolving political landscape 

In the preface to his 1999 book, Newman (ix) warns that an underlying reason for 
the fragility of democracy as a system in the United States context is because 
“leaders in Washington D.C. are completely disconnected from the American 
people.” The same can be said, although on a more international level, between 
the politics of liberal democracy and the expectations of publics (Galston, 2018). 
Different hyper-realities are being manufactured and marketed to the publics 
across the globe in an era that is witnessing the decline of mass party politics. 
However, a starting point for understanding these trends and processes is to 
understand the nature and the role of political marketing.  
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The definition and understanding of political marketing as a concept and as a 
practice have evolved with time and environmental circumstances. Various 
definitions have been given, with a certain degree of pluralism regarding the 
pertinent values and aspects suggested by different authors. Lees-Marshment 
(2009, 28) stresses that “definitions of political marketing vary, but almost all talk 
about the political organisation and its relationship with, or to, the market.” In 
another definition, political marketing is stated as being “the processes of 
exchanges and establishing, maintaining, and enhancing relationships among 
objects in the political market, whose goal is to identify and satisfy their needs and 
develop political leadership” (Cwalina et al., 2011, 17). In a third and final definition, 
“political marketing is a perspective from which to understand phenomena in the 
political sphere, and an approach that seeks to facilitate exchanges of value 
through interactions in the electoral, parliamentary and governmental markets to 
manage relationships with stakeholders” (Ormrod et al., 2013, 18). There are 
other definitions, but suffice to say, the primary arguments and attributes are 
found in these definitions, which have gradually become more intricate and 
complicated with time in order to keep pace with changes taking place in the 
realm of practice.  

One of the keywords and practices mentioned above involves the creation of 
relationships as a means to facilitate an exchange of value between the actor 
making the political offer and the voting public considering it. One of the 
mechanisms of achieving this is through relational marketing, which involves 
simultaneous production and consumption, interaction and long-term relationships 
between the communicator and the audience. There is also a focus on customer 
(voter/supporter) retention and acquisition. An intention exists to provide an 
environment of value creation via customer (voter) participation and this is 
contingent upon the existence of dialogue and planned communication (Johansen, 
2012, 77). There are implications in taking a political marketing relational approach.  

The very idea of a market orientation in politics implies that the politician, party 
or movement responds to an ordinary voter’s concerns; also having an interest in 
public views; being responsive to public concerns and demonstrate the preceding 
via their behaviour and the political product that they offer (Lees-Marshment, 
2009, 41). It is a ‘natural’ state of being that a political leader, political party or 
political movement “must be able to anticipate needs and wants of the marketplace 
in order to be successful” (Newman, 1999, 4) in a competitive political environment. 
This task can be made more difficult owing to a constantly shifting target in the 
realm of public opinion and perception.  

The specifics of the marketing approach may be dictated somewhat by the 
condition of the political environment that influences a market-driven approach 
versus a market-driving orientation. Market-driven organisations and orientations 
involve a focus on the customer in order to try and create and sustain superior 
customer value. Whereas marketing-driving organisations and orientations 
attempt to anticipate future changes in the political market, and then to adapt a 
strategy and the organisation to capitalise on the forecasts (Cwalina et al., 2011, 22). 
Although there is a lot of enthusiasm for political marketing and expectations for 
what it can do for a political figure, party and movement, there is some calling for 
caution.  
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One of these calls for caution comes in the frame of a need to develop ‘literacy’ 
within political marketing as a means to ‘inoculate’ the voting public against deceit 
and manipulation through knowledge of the application of the practice (Scammell, 
2014, 13–17). Yet there is even harder critique of political marketing to be found 
among the academic community, such as Savigny (Savigny, 2008), who argues 
that politics is about values, ideas, loyalty and a common project of building a 
‘good’ society together. She adds that the commodification process of politics 
undermines all of these aspects and values. In fact, Savigny goes as far as to claim 
that political marketing has a detrimental effect upon the health and state of 
democracy (Savigny, 2008, 117, 119–120). Some of the events and trends in 
contemporary politics, to be addressed in the following section, certainly seem to 
hint at the warnings of Savigny and Scammell. They also hint at an evolution 
currently underway in both the practice of politics and the conceptual 
understanding of political marketing.  

Ormrod (Ormrod et al, 2013, 23) noted a generalised gradual evolution within 
political marketing practice in the last two decades. The observations included an 
increased sophistication of spin and communication, emphasis on product and 
image management, increased sophistication of news management, a more 
coherent and deliberate political marketing strategy and development, and use of 
political marketing research in a more integrated and intensified way. Newman 
(Newman, 2016, 24–30) points out a number of issues connected with the 
aforementioned observations by Ormrod (Ormrod et al., 2013). These mechanisms 
include the increasing sophistication of polls in connecting issues and voter 
segments. There is also the rise of the phenomenon of a great communicator in 
the form of a highly branded and skilled in communication key political figure that 
rises above the mass political party politics to connect directly with the mass 
public. Newman also noted a change in election politics through the establishment 
of the ‘war room’ and permanent campaign that transcends and goes beyond 
election-only periods. Contemporary politics has been witness to a significant 
increase in the role and use of negative advertising in an effort to reduce the 
chances of the political opponents through minimising their political resonance 
with the voting public. It has also been stressed by Newman (Newman, 2016, 
168): “as movements continue to emerge all over the world, they will rely more 
and more on the integration of technological methods with marketing knowledge 
to bring people together in a cohesive and unified manner and give them a voice.”  

3. ‘Liberalism’ versus ‘populism’: new political 
relationships in the making?  

In the current global, political competition and conflict that is described and 
extensively written on now, is the incumbent political hegemony of ‘liberal 
democracy’ and opposing it is the movement of ‘populism.’ However, taking these 
labels or brands at face value is an act of self-deception owing to the intense and 
skilled use of spin and communication that is intended to create the information 
realm’s interpretation of the physical realm in order to influence the cognitive 
realm, and, therefore, influence the publics’ opinions, perception and actions. As 
this conflict and competition is driven by communication in a zero-sum game. 
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Therefore, complexity and along with it a more objective reality are potentially 
lost. There are concrete reasons for this to occur.  

The brand and reputation of a political leader, political party and political 
movement is not always the sole preserve of the subject in question; others can 
attempt to communicate on and about them in order to turn them into an object. 
The reason for communicating on another party without the knowledge and/or 
consent of them can be done on various grounds, including the intention to hurt 
the brand and reputation of the target. This practice is known as obstructive 
marketing, which is defined as being “any process, legal or not, which prevents or 
restricts the distribution of a product or service, temporarily or permanently, 
against the wishes of the product manufacturer, service provider or customer” 
(Hyslop, 2014, 4). Within the context of this article, it can be seen and will be 
shown, that there is a tendency by the liberal political order to try and brand any 
political leader, party or movement that opposes their hegemony as being 
‘populist’. It is a gross exaggeration of simplicity owing to the great breadth of the 
nature of those political challengers, but the intention is to reduce this complexity, 
and with the subtle use of obstructive marketing to brand them as a homogenous 
threat to the ‘fruits’ of the political status quo. This tactic brings into question, 
whether we currently live in ordinary or extraordinary times, which has implications 
on the strategies of communication and relationship management with their 
respective publics.  

The pursuit of a ‘politics as usual’ approach by mainstream liberal party-centred 
politics, employing a relational marketing approach, has been somewhat disastrous 
owing to the very fact that the contemporary political times are extraordinary. As 
a result, there has been an exacerbation of “negative development within many 
established party-centred (and otherwise) democracies. The development is often 
exemplified by reference to decreasing party memberships, a dramatic decline in 
citizens’ trust or confidence in politicians and political institutions, rising public 
cynicism towards politics in general and plummeting voter turnout” (Johansen, 
2012, 175). As a result there is seemingly a trend in the political landscape that 
moves away from the mass political movements that have been dominating for 
many years.  

A ‘golden-era’ off mass politics in the West ran from the early 20th Century until 
the 1990s. During this time, their promise and pledge was to offer stable and 
experienced governments to its voter base. This period witnessed strong ideological 
bonds established between mass parties with segments of mass voters – for 
example, unionists supported left-oriented parties on the traditional political 
spectrum and business owners tended to support right-oriented parties in a 
relatively stable political system. Reasons for the breakdown of this system as “the 
left’s drift away from workers to focus on the culturally liberal and degree holding 
middle class, the way in which new value conflicts have cut across traditional 
electorates, and how this has been exacerbated by the rise of new issues such as 
immigration that do not sit easily within the classic left versus right framework” 
(Goodwin, 2018). The situation has been further aggravated by declining economic 
performance and opportunities. From 2004–2015, the share of traditional 
mainstream parties in Europe fell from 86 per cent to 72 per cent. At the same 
time the populist challengers (left and right oriented) share more than doubled to 
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23 per cent. In a 2009 poll, 54 per cent of respondents in Europe did not feel close 
to any party. This is mirrored in the United States where there is a surge in the 
share of Americans that identify themselves as being politically “independent” or 
that there is a need for a new party (ibid.). The drop in political party identification, 
affiliation and loyalty has been replaced by a sense of detachment and frustration 
in mainstream politics that is expressed in the new hot political issues and 
debates, where the traditional mass political parties have lost ground to the 
‘populists’.  

The era of globalisation (and multiculturalism) that began in the post-WWII 
period has initiated an era of political conflict between cosmopolitans and 
communitarians, which is reinforced by an educational divide to create new and 
more emotive issues. These issues include: immigration; refugees; gender equality; 
Islam; declining power and importance of the nation state within a context of 
supranational integration; traditional family values and lifestyle (ibid.). The 
traditional mass political parties’ possess an apparent inability to openly and 
objectively engage in a public debate on the above mentioned issues, owing to 
self-imposed constraints along the lines of ‘political correctness’, the ground is 
largely ceded to the ‘populist’ challengers. These issues have significantly divided 
publics in many countries, something that is likely to continue to occur. These 
trends and processes will now be described and explained in 1) the academic 
debate and 2) the popular debate. 

The Academic Debate 

In order to understand and contextualise why a political/geopolitical conflict is 
underway, rather than exploring the how, first it is prudent to understand how 
this is communicated. Although not strictly an academic source, a 2016 RAND 
report is written in an academic format, which tries to put into context the current 
changes and challenges to the incumbent international order. First and foremost, 
the report explicitly states that in the post-WWII world, a “rules-based liberal 
order” is the current global hegemony, and the United States – the leading country 
in this contemporary international order (Mazarr et al., 2016, 12–17). It is an 
order that is considered as being something that needs to be preserved and 
defended from any challenges or threats.  

In terms of the projected threats and risks faced by the hegemonic liberal order, 
one group are geopolitical, state-based (anti-Liberal) forces, while the other are 
growing domestic movements (‘populism’) that begin to establish connections 
and relationships with other actors among the state-based level and other similar 
national like-minded individuals, parties and movements. In terms of global 
geopolitics and the challenge to the US-led international liberal order, there are a 
number of countries with antagonistic relationships and classified as being either 
anti-liberal and/or socially/culturally conservative. This includes a specific ‘club’ 
of countries, such as China, Iran and Russia (but not limited to them). Threat 
scenarios to global liberalism include such predictions as the decline of Western 
military and economic power may witness the emergence of a new multipolar 
world order to replace the current unipolar US international order. There are 
further implications of severe Western decline that includes the possibility of an 
emerging non-Western global order, where countries such as China may play 
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critical roles (Trautsch, 2015). This implies the necessity for political policy and 
public support to rally around the idea to preserve the incumbent hegemony for 
general ‘good’. Therefore, the nature of the call is in line with the idea of political 
marketing in establishing mutually beneficial relationships (Lees-Marshment, 
2009; Cwalina et al., 2011; Ormrod et al., 2013). For this to work, the recipient of 
the message needs to feel emotionally part of a community that they are prepared 
to invest time and energy into saving, and to believe the credibility and ‘good’ 
intentions of the communicator. The present paper will focus on the challenge to 
liberal democracy from various nationally-based sources and actors.  

The year 2016 was considered to be a watershed year of numerous surprises and 
setbacks for the liberal hegemony, which ran against many polls and predictions 
of pundits and experts. In Australia, Pauline Hanson’s populist One Nation party 
made a comeback after many years, British voters (pushed in part by growing 
concerns over immigration) voted for BREXIT, US voters elected Donald Trump, 
elections in the Netherlands and France witnessed a failed populist challenge. The 
election results in the Netherlands and France were considered to be the ‘turning 
point’ in the populist challenge and many heralded these results as a vindication 
for liberal democracy. However, closer inspection of the exact nature of the 
numbers called for greater caution in making such premature declarations (Mols & 
Jetten, 2017, 3). A number of different conditions, institutions and circumstances 
are ascribed to enabling the spread of ‘populism’.  

One of the social and cultural institutions that have been identified in some 
academic works and blamed for fuelling the rise of populism is organised religion. 
There are a number of academic articles appearing on the issue of the links 
between religion and populism. The journal Religion, State and Society published a 
special issue (46, 3) on Religion and the Rise of Populism in 2018. In an article on 
the issue of the role of religion in the BREXIT vote Smith and Woodhead (2018) 
concluded that the religious vote played a significant role in the 2016 BREXIT 
vote, where support came from Protestant Christians (this voter segment was also 
significant in Donald Trump’s election victory in 2016). They discovered that 
Evangelicals in the United Kingdom were more likely to vote for Remain, whereas 
the Anglicans were in favour of BREXIT. Anglicans that supported BREXIT were 
found to have no leader or movement, but believed that they were defending 
liberal democracy against European Union incursions. Their element of ‘populism’ 
was found in the idea of a defence of an ethno-religious identity and the belief that 
the elites were viewed as being either hostile or indifferent to them. This differed 
significantly from the US case, where Evangelicals sought a strong leader, were 
critical of the aspects of liberal democracy, envisaged a divide between the good 
and Godly people versus the untrustworthy elite.  

Another article in the journal special issue covered the aspect of the role of religion 
in populism in Greece. Papastathis and Litina (Papastathis & Litina, 2018) 
embarked on exploring the correlation and interaction between religiosity and 
political dissatisfaction, which is related to various right-wing political parties 
(both mainstream and radical) in the Greek political spectrum. They discovered a 
negative correlation, finding political resentment reinforces the effect of 
religiosity on mainstream right-wing attitudes. One finding in this regard was that 
religion tended to create trust in political institutions. Religion, therefore, not only 
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affects right-wing attitudes, but their voting as well. Given that the Greek 
Orthodox Church is very socially and culturally conservative, it clashes with 
liberal values and views that, for example, contradict the traditional family 
structure. However, a significant conclusion was that the Church does not inflame 
political dissatisfaction along the lines of a people versus elites divide; instead it 
works toward the contrary and to soften it (Papastathis & Litina, 2018, 277). One 
of the problems in the current ‘knowledge’ of ‘populism’ is the abundance of 
assumptions and ‘facts’ that are taken for granted in a highly emotionally 
politicised and mediatised environment, which is rife with distortions of the 
physical environment being communicated through the information environment. 

One of the examples of obstructive marketing can be found in the nature of how 
the supporters and upholders of liberalism try to characterise the voters and 
supporters of ‘populist’ parties. The supporters are often branded as being poor 
and/or uneducated. However, evidence does not seem to uphold these characterisations 
of the populist support base as being poor and uneducated, therefore being 
projected as being the fringe of liberal society. And by deductive implication, there 
is a restrictive ceiling on their voter base support and consequently the ability of 
‘populist’ parties to challenge the mainstream liberal mass parties. The notion that 
economic crises provide fertile grounds for populist parties to garner greater 
support was criticised by Mols and Jetten (Mols & Jetten, 2017). Their research 
showed that populist parties can in fact do very well electorally during the periods 
of economic growth and prosperity. In addition, they confirmed that “frustrated 
working class voters” enduring hardship do support populist parties. But also 
significant support comes from middle-class voters with the above average 
income. This is owing to their self-perception of not ‘climbing the ladder’ fast 
enough and/or fears that their wealth and social position is under threat, and 
feelings that the country “owes” them more for their efforts (Mols & Jetten, 2017, 5). 
A significant amount of recent academic attention is dedicated to the ‘crisis’ of the 
‘populist’ backlash at the level of national (and regional) elections and the influence 
of the effects of voter and political attitudes towards the European Union. 

A special journal issue in Politics in 2018 gives a glimpse and indication at the tone 
and direction of research in this area. There are some similarities insofar as the 
rise of ‘populism’ has been associated with a rise in crisis-like events (2008 
financial crisis, 2015 mass migration and so forth), blamed as being responsible 
for a corresponding rise in negative attitudes towards liberal democracy and 
increasing Euroscepticism. The Alternative for Germany (AfD) from its inception 
in 2012 rose quickly to pose a serious challenge to the mainstream mass political 
parties in Germany within five years. They presented a clear political message to a 
distinct set of German voters; the strategy has seen them become the third largest 
party. This came as a shock to the incumbent political system that held to 
preconceived beliefs in the electoral ceiling for right-wing parties. Two events in 
particular influenced the party and its voters, the Euro crisis and the 2015 migrant 
crisis. This has had the effect of fusing populism with Euroscepticism (Lees, 2018). 
How does the situation look in other EU countries?  

In the example of France and the Front National (FN), the right-wing ideology has 
been joined by the platform of Euroscepticism. The argument being the successive 
crises that France has endured since 2008 have buoyed the popularity and appeal 
of the political party, which has been able to exploit these events. The two crisis 



CONSERVATISM, POPULISM AND THE CRISIS OF LIBERAL DEMOCRACY:  
NEW POLITICAL RELATIONSHIPS IN THE MAKING? 

31 

events that have been singled out as being most significant are the 2008 financial 
crisis (mobilising the left) and the refugee crisis (mobilising the right) in the wake 
of the results of the BREXIT referendum. Political strategies and reactions that 
have been employed to counter FN’s electoral success include the mainstreaming 
of the FN immigration agenda, an increase in existing tensions over Europe within 
the dominant parties, the rise of other political actors and movements eager to 
take advantage of the EU crises (Ivaldi, 2018). In the Dutch and Italian political 
environments, variation was discovered in the level of Euroscepticism among the 
populist parties, from a soft to a hard stance. It was noted that “the easiest way to 
undermine the credibility of the European project, from a populist perspective, is 
to sustain a systematic criticism of its undemocratic character and inability to 
weather different crises” (Pirro & van Kessel, 2018, 338). Populist parties in the 
United Kingdom were characterised as following similar patterns, in an environment 
where traditional mass political parties have been compromised in terms of the 
reputation and credibility within the frame of various crises (Bale, 2018). The 
populist parties tend to undermine their mainstream mass political party competition 
by being able to be flexible in their political offer, and through exploiting the various 
weaknesses in the incumbent system that is experiencing various economic and 
other forms of crisis events.  

The academic narration of the populist challenge to liberalism follows certain 
orthodoxy of knowledge. This is in-line with Lees-Marshment (Lees-Marshment, 
2009, 41) and Newman (Newman, 1999, 4) that in a competitive political 
environment a successful political actor, party or movement must be in tune with 
public sentiment and be able to anticipate the wants and needs of the political 
marketplace. In this regard, the so-called populist parties are much more connected 
with their support base than the traditional mass parties of the liberal tradition. 
This is firstly reflected in their offer, which is then translated into their election 
performance, for example, AfD in the recent German election versus the 
traditional liberal parties. There is also a connection to Savigny’s (2008) remarks 
and observation concerning the mutual task of building a good society together, 
the competing claims by liberal versus populist offers both using this strategy and 
approach to attempt to build a rapport and relationship with the voters. However, 
the various crises have severely tarnished the reputation and credibility of the 
mainstream traditional parties, which the populists are able to exploit in a 
situation where it is much easier to attack than defend a position and public record. 
They are also able to reach their constituency via an increasingly segmented 
global and national information space.  

Channels of communication and influence are increasingly important, and 
fragmentation of the global information space is occurring. Both Newman 
(Newman, 2016) and Ormrod (Ormrod et al., 2013) noted the growing importance 
of information communication technology as a means for political individuals, 
parties and movements to reach out to publics. This has been confirmed in recent 
studies, such as on the political communication of extreme right groups on social 
media in Central and Eastern Europe (Kluknavská & Hrushka, 2018). A noticeable 
political partisan divide has occurred in the media sphere that is driven by spin 
and media management in the growing political conflict, and where media 
managers seem to be unwilling or unable to bring back a more professional 
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standard to news content (Harding, 2017). Non-mainstream individuals, parties 
and movements tend to view “mainstream mass media” with great suspicion and a 
medium that does not represent their interests or worldview; hence the search 
and use of “alternative” media sources (Simons, 2015). Thus the mediascape has 
become highly fragmented along political and other lines, where users find media 
that support and reinforce their worldview rather than seeking to challenge it.  

The Popular Debate  

The characterisation of the liberal-populist conflict is a highly topical issue in 
mass media outlets and sources, but it is also very much part and parcel of the 
conflict, too. This has had a profound effect on the nature and character of the 
news content and also creates potential dilemmas or conflicts between 
expectations of mass media’s idealised role as a fourth estate versus its active role 
in attempting to subjectively influence that debate and the resulting information. 
Michael Goodwin, the chief political columnist for The New York Post, reflected on 
journalistic standards in the 2016 US Presidential Elections. He reflected upon a 
time “not so long ago when journalists were trusted and admired. We were 
generally seen as trying to report the news in a fair and straightforward manner. 
Today all has changed” (Goodwin, 2017). Goodwin mentioned the content of 
mainstream media as being “distorted by intentional bias and hostility.” An underlying 
reason he gave was that liberalism is deeply embedded in contemporary 
mainstream journalism. This situation creates the possibility of the conflict of 
interest arising in journalism if liberalism is challenged, as there is a risk to “jump 
to its defence” that is against the notion of a fourth estate role in favour of one 
where it can be in a subordinate role to the executive and/or legislative branches 
of government. But Goodwin also hints at a decline in the presumed power of 
persuasion and influence of the mainstream media by observing the coverage of 
Trump. “In the beginning, Donald Trump’s candidacy was treated as an outlandish 
publicity stunt, as though he was not a serious candidate and should be treated as 
a circus act. But television executives quickly made a surprising discovery: the 
more they put Trump on air, the higher their ratings climbed. Ratings are money. 
So news shows started devoting hours and hours simply to pointing the cameras 
at Trump and letting them run” (ibid.). Other critique of the mainstream media 
performance has appeared, both on the performance of journalism and the 
resulting effects on the public.  

An opinion article appearing in the Washington Examiner, pointed out that media 
depend on trust; however, they are losing this trust through poor (“lazy”) 
reporting. “Journalists are not always going to get it 100 % right. But in this case, 
the New York Times issued a retraction regarding the same mistake just over one 
week ago. As for Acosta and Tur, they are not some stringers out trying to eke out 
a living, selling stories to the highest bidder. Acosta is a senior White House 
correspondent for CNN, and Tur is a news anchor for MSNBC Live. As such, they 
should know better” (Caruso, 2017). There are very cases of poor professional 
judgement covered, such as CNN’s infamous coverage of a Reddit user behind 
Trump wrestling GIF (Adams, 2017). This has led to criticism for the approach of 
selective outrage displayed by the media, which only has a façade of morality and 
being more akin to a fad and that is ultimately self-defeating (McCarthy, 2017). 
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When actions are taken by one side, there is usually a counteraction as a consequence 
of it.  

As seen in the previous subsection, mistakes are easily capitalised on by competitors 
and opponents. This is clearly shown in opinion polls, which give an indication of 
not only the mass media market, but the political one, too. In one 2017 poll, 50 % 
of respondents stated that there was a clear media bias against President Trump 
(Bedard, 2017). Another poll revealed that 29 % of respondents agreed with the 
statement that the news media is the enemy of the people (Axelrod, 2018). Thus, 
the actions of the mainstream media not only damage their reputation and 
credibility, but also increase the credibility and voice of their opponent.  

There is an interesting and a very wide-ranging popular media discussion on the 
protagonists involved in the crisis of liberal democracy, and how each of the sides 
projects a self-identity and their relative position in the political market. Gray 
posits that the greatest threat to liberal values is derived from the on-going break-
up of the liberal order, which is somewhat self-inflicted through foreign policy 
decisions as the Iraq War in 2003 and Libya in 2011, which have contributed to 
various crises. He claims that “it is not a death wish but hubris that has destroyed 
the world order” (Gray, 2018). Fukuyama weighed in on the debate of the crisis of 
democracy with a warning against pursuing identity politics. The warning being 
that political identities are constructed ‘artificially’ as we are not born with them, 
and currently, according to his logic, identity is being operationalised to divide 
mankind on the national and global levels (Fukuyama, 2018). However, identity 
politics is very much part of the current crisis of liberalism in terms of self-identity 
by liberals and counter-identity by populists and conservatives.  

One of the narratives in the US for the decline of the liberal hegemony by its opponents 
and competitors is that this form of politics has become an illiberal ideology. The 
situation has been termed as the rise or the danger of “illiberal liberalism (Fox, 
2018; Ahmari, 2018; Lazare, 2017; Walt, 2018).” This has prompted discussions 
on the need to defend conservatism and seek converts (Roth, 2018), on the one 
hand. On the other hand, liberals may be on the wrong side of history (Staniland, 
2018; Gopnik, 2017). In turn these narratives and logic have culminated in some 
discourse in conservatism being presented as the new counterculture (Jones, 
2018) (as the left had been in the 1960s–1970s).This is explained through the 
relative decline of credibility and trust in liberal institutions, plus the splintering 
of leftist movements and parties.  

There has been a counter-narrative by liberals concerning the conservative and 
populist challenge. One of the messages has been the resilience of the key liberal 
international political influencers pushing back to defend liberal values and the 
liberal order. One of these examples was found in an interview with Canadian 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, which characterised his ‘standing up to America’ 
and the threats to liberal values, including Canada’s role as bastion of liberal 
values (such as globalisation and multiculturalism in particular) in global politics 
(Open Future, 2018). Another example can be found in the premature assumption 
that Emmanuel Macron’s election victory in France meant that Europe was given a 
reprieve from populism (Rachman, 2017). Within a very short space of times, 
headlines began to change and a less upbeat prognosis, for example, “Macron’s 
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revolution is over before it started” (Zaretsky, 2017). Populism comes to mean 
many different things as it encompasses a wide range of political forces, but the 
implication is that it is a threat to the incumbent system and, therefore, requires 
constant vigilance. Another narrative that is meant to present ‘good’ news for the 
liberal order is the idea that Europe’s ‘populists’ are quite divided and do not pose 
as much risk had they been united (Bershidsky, 2018). At times, media reports 
employed an ‘optimistic’ logic in order to minimise the ‘populist’ threat to the 
viability of liberalism. One such example appeared in the Guardian that 
announced that “BREXIT has vaccinated Europe against populism” (Quatremer, 
2017). This was explained by virtue of the ‘obvious’ difficulties and costs 
associated with such an undertaking should make populist appeals less attractive 
in the future. The article’s logic attempted to project that the very success of 
BREXIT and Trump had in fact ensured the death of populism. In spite of the 
attempts to present a positive picture of liberalism’s future, there is plenty of ‘bad’ 
news and alarmism, too. 

One of the apparent fears of the incumbent system is that populist actors, parties 
and movements may not remain divided, but begin to align to form a more potent 
challenge to liberal democracy. It was not too long ago when Hungary’s Prime 
Minister Viktor Orban was characterised as being the sole non-liberal democratically 
minded national leader within the EU. Now the possibility emerges, after recent 
elections, that potential alliances such as between Hungary and the new Italian 
government could evolve into a Trojan Horse in Europe on the basis of their 
shared conservative (i.e. anti-liberal) values and norms (Dewan et al., 2018). 
Given the election results and the move towards a more socially and culturally 
conservative form of politics, not only in Hungary and Italy, but also Poland, 
Austria, Czech Republic and others, the EU’s liberal identity is coming under 
pressure. But this ignores understanding or at least trying to account for the 
underlying reasons for this political evolution.  

There was some differing conjecture on what was fuelling the populist challenge 
to liberal democracy. Some media material placed the blame firmly on the 
financial crisis as the enabler of far-right populism (neglecting the rise of left wing 
populism). “It is not easy to add up the costs of bank bailouts, a lost decade of 
economic growth, spiking public debt, grinding austerity, and surging inequality. 
But the biggest cost of the crisis might not be economic but political: the populist 
wave that has swept over the world in the last decade, upending political systems, 
empowering extremists, and making governance more difficult” (Funke et al., 
2018). However, the authors seem to be disconnected from the realities of the 
people that face the financial and social costs, which erode public confidence in 
traditional mainstream political parties. Other pundits place the blame for the 
crisis of liberal democracy with the migrant issue. Richard Dearlove, former head 
of Britain’s foreign intelligence agency MI6 warned of a “populist uprising unless 
leaders can show that they have control of the migrant crisis in Europe” 
(Gutteridge, 2016). These narratives have played out in various recent elections in 
Europe especially.  

In a Swedish language publication, the issue of populism was discussed, with 
critical questions as, does populism have real support? The argument was that the 
‘populist problem’ was a classic issue of the growing divide between the country’s 
elite rulers and the ruled. In this regard in the Swedish case it has been a case of 
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“failed elite politics” (in particular immigration politics) where this group 
presents itself as acting in society’s best interests, which is where populism 
challenges this presumption (Esaiasson, 2017). International mainstream media 
attempted to brand the populist Swedish Democrats as being “far right” (Smith, 
2018; Anderson & Erlanger, 2018; Milne, 2018). In spite of the election disaster 
for the traditional mass political parties in the 2018 election there was an attempt 
to present a picture that they had prevailed (Anderson & Erlanger, 2018). 
Although there was also an attempt to put a value-laden spin on the election result 
that saw the Swedish Democrats emerge as the third largest party in a hung 
parliament by suggesting that Sweden’s ‘moral superpower’ status was in 
jeopardy (Erlanger, 2018). This article was run less than one week before the 
election was held, suggesting the need to maintain the status quo for the sake of 
international ‘prestige’ in the system of the global liberal order.  

The 2017 elections in Germany provided another powerful blow against the 
liberal order. AfD achieved a remarkable election result in a political environment 
where immigration was the number one issue (as in the 2018 Swedish elections). 
There was a de-alignment of the German traditional mass political parties that 
benefited AfD. This result, in turn sparked the narrative of a potential populist 
wave emerging, such as was said to have occurred in 2016 in the wave of BREXIT 
but halted with the French Presidential Elections (Mudde, 2017). This represented 
a rapid fall within one year from the assertion by Barak Obama that with the 
election of Donald Trump in the US, Angela Merkel was not only the leader of 
Europe, but the de facto leader of the free [liberal] world owing to her 
commitment to the values of liberal democracy (Hundal, 2017). The narrative 
began to evolve that the globe was evolving into an environment where opposing 
forces contested each other for influence and hegemony on the basis of values and 
norms, globalists opposing nationalists and patriots for the hearts and minds of 
voters and the future of global politics (Goujon, 2017). Mainstream media 
narratives and editorial policy has been closely aligned with the project of liberal 
democracy. In effect, this runs the risk of tying the fate of the two institutions, 
mainstream politics and mainstream media, together at a time of a significant 
evolution taking place in the global political landscape.  

The popular coverage of the crisis of liberal democracy and the popular/conservative 
challenge plays a more active role in attempting to influence and persuade the 
public by marketing clearly defined value and norm lines and actively shape the 
political landscape. This is in-line with the observations by Scammell (2014) and 
Savigny (2008) of the dangers of marketing politics, and especially if the public 
perceive that they are being deceived or misinformed. The result also validates 
the prediction by Ormrod (et al, 2013) of an evolution in political marketing that 
would witness greater levels of spin and news management, a more coherent and 
deliberate political marketing strategy and development. However, as this subsection 
suggests, there is a certain disconnect between the mainstream mass media and 
mainstream politics with public sentiments and concerns. It means that populist 
actors, parties and movements have been better able to understand the political 
market needs and expectations and, therefore, reap the rewards during elections.  
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4. Future research 

The findings of this paper suggest that the traditional understanding of 
categorising politics along a horizontal axis from left (socialist and communist) 
politics to the right (dictatorship and fascism) politics is no longer entirely 
adequate to describe and predict the contemporary political environment. The 
current evolution in politics requires a more nuanced form of theoretical model in 
order to give a more accurate picture of contemporary politics. This does not 
mean that the traditional political spectrum is now rendered entirely obsolete and 
irrelevant. It is still relevant and exerts some (secondary) level of influence on the 
political environment. Within the current context of global political competition 
and conflict between the opposing camps, a new, vertical axis seems to have 
appeared with a scale from socially and culturally liberal through to socially and 
culturally conservative. Where the second category jostles and challenges the 
hegemony of the liberal political order.  

Thus an individual or a group can be conservative on the horizontal axis, yet 
adhere to the political tenants of liberal democracy as a neo-conservative that 
believes in the validity of using ‘liberal interventionism’ to impose ‘democracy’ on 
a non-democracy using military force or to self-identify as being a leftist 
conservative. These nuances simply cannot be explained on the traditional 
spectrum and require a greater level of complexity and detail in order to accurately 
make sense of these (seemingly) contradictory political identities. However, this 
also requires much more research to test the validity of this idea to ensure if it is 
theoretically sound or not.  

Conclusion 

There is an evolution currently taking place in politics at the national and global 
levels. The incumbent hegemonic political power is liberal democracy, which in 
recent years has been significantly affected by a string of recurring crises, such as 
the 2008 financial crisis and the 2015 immigration crisis. Traditional mass 
political parties adhere to the values and norms of liberalism, which includes the 
pursuit of policies that advance the processes of globalisation and multiculturalism. 
The aforementioned crises have been in part perceived as caused by these liberal 
policies, which have displaced economically, socially and culturally an increasing 
portion of the voter base at both ends of the socio-economic spectrum – middle 
class through their perception of not getting all that they are entitled to and the 
struggling working class that feel alienated from the system due to the sense that 
the political elite do not care or just ignore them. As such, the situation enables a 
challenger to the status quo.  

The challenger has come in the form of populist and conservative political forces 
that directly address and cater to the fears and aspirations of segments of the 
population that are dissatisfied with the mass political parties and feel 
increasingly alienated by their policies. Therefore the communications seek to 
convey the sense of hope through political change, the populist and conservative 
forces seek to market themselves as being in opposition to the status quo and 
tapping into the actual public discontent. The political relationship then centres 
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on the exchange of building a more equitable society together in return for 
political recognition and legitimacy of the person, party or movement.  

However, the liberal order seeks to counter this appeal by attempting a negative 
campaign by marketing and branding populist and conservative politics as 
presenting a risk to the values of liberal society by their seeking to upturn it. The 
opposing political forces are characterised in a deeply homogenous manner with 
the aid of mainstream media, which also adheres to liberalism. There is an 
attempt to create an echo chamber through the collaboration of mainstream 
media with mainstream politics. However, the on-going crises and the disconnect 
with the issues the public are concerned about has the effect of further damaging 
their reputation and credibility. This is verified by the steady progress shown by 
populism at the polls that is at the expense of the liberal mainstream.  
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