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Murat Somer, Visiting Scholar at the Freeman Spogli Institute of International Studies, and Professor of 

Political Science and International Relations at Koç university, Istanbul. 

A new politics of constructive polarization may be needed to successfully overcome 
authoritarian politics, says Professor Somer in a recent interview with FSI Director 
Michael McFaul.  

Michael McFaul: You recently co-edited two special journal volumes on 
polarization, democracy, and democratic erosion in The Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science, and in The American 
Behavioral Scientist. What is political polarization and what are the causes of 
it? 
 
Murat Somer: There are many definitions of polarization. For example, those 
based on the ideological distance between political parties. However, what 
concerns us about polarization with respect to its consequences for democracy is 
something else. To put it simply, polarization is the division of a society, of a 
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people, into oppositional camps of “Us versus Them.” We begin to see each other 
in a zero-sum relationship and oppositional terms. What triggers it? Of course, in 
each specific country's context there may be different underlying reasons, or 
what may seem to be very different reasons. But what triggers it really is deeply 
political. It is a specific type of politics that we call in my joint work with Jennifer 
McCoy from Georgia State University “polarizing and transformative politics.” It 
taps into expectations for change in society and proclaims to pursue wide-scale 
transformations in existing institutions and social and economic structures. 
Polarizing politics is instrumental to this goal. Polarization is induced to unite 
and mobilize previously under-mobilized or divided constituencies and to 
weaken institutional and political resistance. It has many variations – such as 
populism and its left and right-wing subtypes – but we can group them into two 
main versions. One is more inclusive, in the sense of aiming to bring to power, or 
be more inclusive, of certain groups in society that were either objectively 
marginalized, excluded in the past, or who subjectively perceive themselves as 
such. Usually there's a discussion about that in each society, of course. It's rarely 
clear-cut for everybody. 
 
McFaul: And we can distinguish between the two in a social scientific way? Or is 
that hard to do? 
 
Somer: In terms of the political discourse of these movements, what they say 
they are trying to do, and then the makeup and the composition of these political 
parties or movements, we can identify the distinction. The second version is 
more exclusionary – it aims to represent groups that used to see themselves as 
the dominant group in society. But for one reason or another, which may for 
example result from demographic and institutional changes over time, who feel 
that they have been left behind, who feel threatened. Their dominant position or 
self-image is threatened. Therefore. their polarizing-cum-transformative politics 
tries to exclude groups seen as rivals from the political system and/or social and 
economic system. Whether its transformative goals tend to be inclusive or 
exclusive, however, polarizing politics tries to simplify politics. It simplifies the 
political spectrum in terms of Us versus Them, where “They” are labeled as the 
root source of the problems that the mobilizing group is facing. These “They” can 
be vaguely defined and include specific social or ideological groups as well as 
mainstream institutions – which can range from high judiciary and legislative 
bodies to media organizations – and these institutions’ decision-makers and 
supporters. The simplification of politics helps polarizing politics consolidate the 
ingroup and weaken opponents. Perhaps more interestingly and puzzlingly, it 
also, by simplifying politics that way, paralyzes the other group. The other group 



or groups are often put in a very difficult place, and don't know how to respond 
to this. Willingly or unwillingly, and by the way they respond to this polarizing 
politics, they end up deepening polarization. Which also leads to democratic 
decay more often than not. 
 
McFaul: Well, let's get to the decay part in a moment. But, help me understand, 
where are the cleavages between ingroups and outgroups? Is it on ethnic terms? 
Or is it on economic terms? Or is it on a rural/urban divide? I'm guessing that in 
different countries it might be on different dimensions. 
 
Somer: Absolutely, it changes from society to society. In every society there are 
certain important, deep cutting cleavages that we call formative rifts. These are 
recurring problems, recurring issues in a nation state’s history. They are certain 
tensions and conflicts that were created during the foundation of the state. To 
give you an example, in Bangladesh, during the foundation, the war that led to 
the independence of Bangladesh as a nation state from Pakistan, there was a 
division between groups who preferred unification and those who wanted to 
secede. From the very beginning, there was this discussion about who are the 
villains and who are the heroes of the national war, who was responsible for 
what, and the associated ideas regarding whether the national identity should be 
based on religious or linguistic belonging. So this became a deep cutting cleavage 
with an important secular-religious undercurrent. 

To give another example, in the case of the United States, race became a 
formative rift. Even though of course there has been a lot of progress over time, 
it's a recurring theme. It was a conflict and trauma that emerged at the very 
beginning of the foundation of the United States and was reinforced by the Civil 
War. Perhaps the policies toward native Americans and women can be added. 
These formative rifts, however, do not automatically give rise to severe 
polarization. Politics always has some degree of polarization and formative rifts 
are often a part it. But they don’t override everything else. Polarization becomes 
really perilous, as we call it “pernicious,” if and when polarizing politics picks on 
a formative rift and activates it – or invents a new cleavage by combining several 
old ones – and succeeds in making it the basis of an Us vs. Them division 
overriding other cleavages. 

Not all polarizing-cum-transformative politics become successful because they 
have to tap into the “right” existing division or construct a convincing new one 
that can become popular. It is not that easy to divide a society by saying “you are 
either with us or with them” because there are many cross-cutting cleavages. 
Two people may be separated by a left-right cleavage and have different 



positions vis-à-vis immigration, for example, but they will share many other 
things such as patriotism, gender, hobbies, or support of the same football team. 
In a nutshell, the sensitivities and expectations that underlie polarization are 
very important to understand how to find solutions, but it is also crucial to 
understand that they do not directly and by themselves cause polarization. 
Politics shapes which one of these grievances, or a combination of them, become 
the basis of a division that overrides everything else in terms of group interests, 
with what kind of a discourse and program, and the consequences for 
democracy. 
 
McFaul: I see. Well, let's apply that analytic architecture you just outlined to 
what's happening here in the United States, for a moment. So do you see our 
current moment as a time of increased polarization in politics, with the election 
of Donald Trump? 
 
Somer: Well, the case of US polarization has been a subject that people talked 
about and felt for a long time, since the 1970s. However, we also realize that with 
Trump it has been taken to a whole new level. So we may ask actually why? 
 
McFaul: I think it's a great question. 
 
Somer: The grievances and underlying cleavages are not all that new but the 
polarizing and simplifying politics that expresses them is. The discourse of the 
politics, especially the discourse that President Trump has been using, and, 
perhaps not so much his actual policies, but his attacks against the mainstream 
norms and institutions of U.S. politics are novel and unsettling. It is remarkably 
similar to other cases of polarizing politics in countries such as Turkey, Thailand, 
Venezuela, and others. The parallels are really interesting. Polarizing politics is 
really disruptive – which is instrumental to its transformative aims – because it 
defines politics as being in an abnormal, exceptional state. It claims that 
something is deeply not working in the way things are. In the case of the populist 
version of polarizing politics, this is usually the mainstream institutions and the 
mainstream elites. In the case of the U.S., the elites in Washington, and the so-
called political and economic elites. Polarizing politics may also make claims with 
nativist undertones, maintaining that the original and pure versions of the 
system might have been good, but they have been corrupted later. If you define 
politics that way and can persuade large constituencies, first of all it is very 
disruptive and unsettling, because you're defining the very institutions and the 
very elites who are responsible for the normal functioning of the system like an 
enemy and as a problem. At the same time you're defining them as a barrier 



before improvement, progress and development. In which case, you're also 
implying that extraordinary political measures, or extraordinary discourses and 
actions would be justified. This suggests that people can, or rather should 
endorse political tactics and discourses that would be unacceptable in normal 
democratic politics, i.e. which violate the normal and accepted norms of 
democracy, which vilify opponents and institutions. In the eyes of many people, 
this kind of behavior becomes justified almost like in a battle. Even though 
American politics and society have been polarized for a long time, the fact that 
President Trump actually became the republican candidate for the presidency is 
very important. This created a lot of resistance, struggle and uproar within the 
GOP. 
 
McFaul: What if he had failed? Would we be so focused on polarization? What if 
Jeb Bush had won? Would we be having this conversation? 
 
Somer: As long as the opposition and American society as a whole don't really 
understand and address the transformative expectations underlying 
polarization, perhaps this level of polarization would have been postponed but it 
would have come back later. 
 
McFaul: So here's the other paradox. I'm not an expert on American politics, but I 
follow them closely. And I worked for the previous president for five years. 
What's striking to me is, before Trump, the American people elected an African 
American, with a pretty funky name, by the way, twice. He did well in some states 
that then voted for Trump in 2016. In the three states that were pivotal to 
Trump's victory, President Obama carried them all. Even in my home state, 
which is considered a very conservative state, Montana, I think President Obama 
got 46%, 47% of the vote. So he didn't win the state, but he came very close. That 
suggest to me that maybe the voters aren't as polarized as our politicians, but it's 
a paradox. So help me understand the paradox. How could we have gone from 
this fairly moderate person in the Democratic Party, and then he loses votes to a 
candidate who seems almost entirely different from him. It's those switching of 
those voters that make Trump president. 
 
Somer: Well, when Obama was elected, his motto was, "Yes, we can." In a way, he 
also promised a kind of transformative politics. 
 
McFaul: Okay. So he himself back then was already pushing against the status 
quo. 
 



Somer: Yes. However, he was trying to do this with a very different toolkit of 
policies and discourse. He did not use the populist and “other-vilifying” language 
that President Trump is using. So rather than asking the question, are voters as 
polarized as the elites are or vice versa? Perhaps we should ask the question, 
why are some voters, a significant segment of the American voters, receptive or 
potentially open to polarizing politics? 
 
McFaul: Good point. That's a better question. 
 
Somer: And the reasons may be rooted in expectations of fundamental change. 
The sources of these sentiments need to be found out. They may result from 
massive wealth and other inequalities and the inability of the established 
political system and institutions to find effective solutions. But people may not 
necessarily make sense of and articulate their problems in these terms, and 
different people will have different sensitivities. Politics is the force that frames 
and provides a name tag for existing problems, and it must offer policy solutions 
and an agenda for action. For the future of democracy and well-being, the critical 
question then is: what kind of politics will successfully respond to this need for 
fundamental change? We hope that a politics with a democratizing agenda, 
committed to democracy, will respond to this need. But if this kind of politics 
fails to respond, or to meet that demand, then authoritarian versions of 
polarizing-cum-transformative politics -- and a frequent version of that is 
populist, but there are many other versions of it -- will actually respond to this 
demand. 
 
McFaul: And bring a breakdown of democracy. 
 
Somer: In many cases we have seen that. 
 
McFaul: Failing institutions. Well, let's pivot in that vein, to talk about Turkey. 
But do you see similar patterns there, as in the United States. Or are there 
different sources of polarization? 
 
Somer: Similar patterns can be set in motion in otherwise highly dissimilar 
societies. In our work, we have so far examined eleven countries from across the 
world. But it seems to be equally common that people who are in the midst of 
these experiences tend to attribute them to dynamics that are particular to their 
own countries and cultures. Even though they give identifiably similar reactions 
to similar developments. They think that they are faced with unique problems, or 
they think that they are immune from outcomes other countries have suffered, 



such as democratic breakdown. So there has been a “Turkish exceptionalism” 
analogous to “American exceptionalism,” the idea that institutions and strengths 
unique to the U.S. would protect it from democratic erosion. Turkey was held as a 
flawed yet unique and promising example of democracy in a Muslim majority 
country bordering the Middle East. In addition to the country’s Ottoman legacy 
and strong national identity, the state institutions established during the late 
Ottoman modernization, Atatürk’s pro-secular reformation, and the transition to 
multiparty democracy were thought to be “exceptional” and robust. Despite 
many shortcomings and interruptions, a rather rigid secularism and electoral 
democracy had endured since 1950 and along with economic development 
Turkey was expected to consolidate liberal democracy in the 21st century. 
Against this backdrop, many welcomed the coming to power of the Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) at the end of 2002. It was rooted in political Islamism 
but had recently reinvented itself as a centrist party. They thought that the AKP 
could democratize rigid secularism, resolve the pious-secular “formative rift” and 
consolidate liberal democracy. 
 
McFaul: That's Mister Erdoğan's party, right? 

Somer: Yes, the current President, then Prime Minister, Mr Erdoğan's. 

McFaul: There was a hope that that would be a good influence, that they were 
coming into the political system, the democratic system. 
 
Somer: Because one of the shortcomings of Turkish secular democracy had been 
the relative exclusion of religious politics and the more pious segments of the 
society. This was a sentiment strong especially in provincial society. The AKP 
capitalized on these sentiments and public reactions against state corruption and 
economic crisis. When the party came to power with this background and 
through legitimate means, it was hoped that this would lead to more inclusion 
and develop Turkish democracy. Unfortunately, after fifteen years, the outcome 
has so far been the opposite. There has been a democratic breakdown. But this 
didn’t happen overnight. In order to confront the “strong” institutions that 
protected the constitution but also acted ideologically and prevented change, the 
AKP employed polarizing-cum-transformative politics. Institutions such as the 
pro-secular judiciary, professional bureaucracy, and praetorian military.  

In addition, there was also the rather unfathomable “deep state” elements. The 
AKP and its Islamist, and at the beginning also liberal-secular allies argued that 
for making Turkey a full democracy, for empowering the disadvantaged 
segments of society, one needed a disruptive type of politics. To change the rules 



of the game and create the “New Turkey,” you can be either with Us or with 
“Them,” they said, and declared the pro-secular institutions as “oligarchic elites.” 
For a while, this politics seemed to help overcome institutional resistance and 
expand democracy through legal and legitimate means. However, many didn’t 
realize that this discourse and extraordinary portrayal of politics was also 
justifying underhanded and illegal methods, which increasingly began to be 
employed by the government and its allies. The more they employed polarizing-
cum-transformative politics, it also began to transform over time the AKP itself 
and its supporters in the media and civil society. Polarizing politics advantages a 
certain kind of politicians and other actors. Not necessarily people who want and 
benefit from the prevalence of reason and coexistence, but those who are skilled 
demagogues, willing to exploit divisions, and lacking any strong commitment to 
law, democratic principles, and truth. But this whole process was enabled and 
indeed even reinforced by the reactions of the opposition and institutions. 

We may be observing some similarities between Turkey 10 years ago and the 
United States. When the opposition and institutional actors in Turkey were 
threatened by the AKP’s attacks against established norms and when they saw 
the incumbent party and leader saying and doing things that were not really 
legitimate, they were outraged, understandably. But in terms of what will happen 
to democracy and polarization in such a situation, everything depends on how 
the opposition will respond and react. Rather than concentrating on electoral 
mobilization by developing a constructive and programmatic response, which 
would address the popular need for change, they focused on trying to prevent the 
AKP’s ascendance and ways. They went to the judiciary to punish the AKP’s 
transgressions and they organized mass protests. When Mr. Erdoğan and the 
AKP used religion to berate the opposition by calling them “anti-religious,” they 
responded by trying to mobilize their constituencies by invoking their pro-
secular sensitivities, calling Erdoğan’s voters “anti-secular or retrogressive.” By 
doing so they deepened polarization and consolidated the pro-Erdoğan bloc even 
further, who defensively closed ranks behind him. It would similarly be a mistake 
for the critics of Mr. Trump to focus on “anti-racism” and appear to call all Trump 
voters “racist.” Racism and bigotry must be fought for sure, but it may not be 
wise to make it and other identity issues the very basis of electoral mobilization. 
In addition, the opposition in Turkey targeted Erdoğan’s personal flaws. 
 
McFaul: And all that just leads to more conflict. 
 
Somer: And this further personalizes politics, which is really the opposite of 
what we want to see. Judicial institutions enforce democratic rules in normal 
times and can make crucial contributions to “near misses” of democracy during 



crisis times. But in severely polarized contexts, appealing to the judiciary carries 
risks such as signaling electoral weakness on the part of the opposition and 
ending up politicizing the judiciary. Another reaction, going to the streets and 
protesting may be sometimes necessary, but again, the question is whether it will 
be based on a positive program. Protesting alone may lead to a backlash from the 
supporters of the incumbent party, who may also mobilize in response. We saw 
this in Thailand for example. It also happened in Turkey. When polarization 
really deepens, after a while, it doesn't matter anymore who is right. 
 
McFaul: It sounds like a vicious cycle, right? Back and forth. 
 
Somer: Yes. So we may actually ask the question then, what can be done about it? 
 
McFaul: Give me your top two or three ideas of what can be done. 
 
Somer: The most important two takeaways may be that the kind of politics that 
can successfully challenge this polarizing, transformative and authoritarian 
politics might be another kind of polarization. But a constructive kind of 
polarization. 
 
McFaul: Interesting. 
 
Somer: A kind of polarization that doesn't capitalize on formative rifts, whatever 
these are in any particular country. It should draw on a programmatic response 
to socioeconomic problems and the need for change in society. So rather than 
presenting an either/or choice to the society in terms of personalities and 
oppositional identities, it should create a choice between policies. 
 
McFaul: Okay, interesting. 
 
Somer: Finally, I think because these policies need to respond to an underlying 
need for change in society, they should represent a new program and type of 
politics. Drawing on well-known discourses, solutions and ways of mobilization 
would be seen as pro-status quo. It should really be a response, and a 
constructive and feasible response, to the need in society for transformative 
change. 

 


