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ABSTRACT:

The inability of established democratic institutions to offer adequate and effective solutions to accumulated crises has
created fertile ground for the rise of populism, which is transforming liberal democracy into an illiberal order that we
can term populistocracy. In imperfect democracies, it is correct to diagnose the phenomenon of unfulfilled and
dysfunctional liberal democracy, including an analysis of the factors contributing to this state of affairs. Key empirical
findings reveal an asymmetry in citizens’ commitment to democratic principles: while citizens remain firmly
committed to the electoral pillar (free elections), their support for key liberal pillars — such as judicial independence,
media freedom, and horizontal accountability — is surprisingly elastic (Ferrer et al., 2025). Quantifying this
phenomenon through Willingness to Pay (WTP) shows that citizens are willing to give up individual liberal principles
for a relatively small increase in income, which legitimises the gradual weakening of democracy — creeping
authoritaraanism (Diamond, 2020). Empirical findings support the authors’ thesis that we are witnessing a transition
from politics based on universal values and rational argumentation to semantic politics, where rhetoric, emotions, and
symbolic gestures replace rationality. This transformation of the political paradigm is not a random development, but
the result of adeep crisis caused by a set of interrelated factors — economic uncertainty, structural inequalities, a crisis
of trust in institutions, and the sophisticated use of disinformation in the digital age.

creeping authoritarianism, liberal democracy, populism, populistocracy, price elasticity, semantic politics,
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I Introduction: Conceptual Crisis
and the Rise of Populism

Over the last decade, deep systemic changes have occurred in international relations, political priorities, and
mechanisms of power, influencing the functioning of both states and global institutions. The key thesis of this work
is based on the premise that communicating the consequences of a complex of uncertainties — economic, security,
technological, and environmental — generates pressure for protectionism in the sphere of private (property) rights.
This protectionism manifests itself, for example, in the escalation of trade wars, the restriction of the free movement
of capital, and increasing attacks on the principles of the rule of Taw.

Simultancously, these dynamics initiate a fundamental shift in the political paradigm: a transition from politics
based on universal values, norms, and rational argumentation to an exclusively semantic politics, in which rhetoric,
emotions, and symbolic gestures replace argumentative rationality. This “semantic turn” creates space for the
emergence of populist regimes and hybrid forms of governance, which can be designated as populistocracies,
characterised by the formal preservation of democratic procedures while simultancously undermining their
substantial content.

Global Crisis and Institutional Insufficiency

The consequences of economic and refugee crises, along with the fear of terrorism and war, bring significant
changes to society. We are destined to live in a world full of uncertainties and otherness. The impact of modernisation
and globalisation changes the social structure of society in the sphere of work: economic progress means the
extinction of certain professions, rendering the livelihoods of some people redundant, while social progress creates a
new order that excludes some people from the system. Redundancy, unusability, and the impossibility of living within
new structures multiply feclings of dissatisfaction, frustration, and threat.

We live in uncertainty, and no one can be happy in uncertainty. We cannot predict what tomorrow will bring. We
are afraid because many impacts of globalisation are beyond political control, and at the same time, politics — the power
of which is waning — cannot fulfil what it promised. We live in a dual world: online and offline, on the network and in
the real world. According to some authors, we have even moved into a new stage of “on-life”. On the network, it is
simple: selecting friends, ending communication. But if one spends hours on the Internet, one loses the skills
necessary for life in the real world, because confrontation is not of our choosing; we are not masters of the situation;
we enter a complicated dialogue in which we negotiate how to live together or side by side.

The perception of the world is changing; we create a “comfort bubble”. A zone where we do not have to deal with
any uncomfortable conversations, defend our thoughts, or explain anything. We can seek only self-confirming
information and boost our self-confidence. The resultis aloss of critical skills, a loss of the ability to know, negotiate,
argue, and accept change. But the world is full of changes to which it is necessary to know how to respond. We react
to aworld full of diversity by escaping from reality.

Uncertainty cannot be solved by more uncertainty. People are not so much afraid of losing freedom and dignity as
they are of losing a sense of security. The more freedoms we have, the more choices and uncertainty exist. Because of
freedom, our uncertainty rises; it is the price of freedom. Therefore, we desire safety. Politicians and demagogues try
to politically capitalise on these feelings of uncertainty and fear. People are willing to sacrifice more and more freedom
if they get more security in return. Clever politicians know what the trends are and adapt their rhetoric to them. The
way out of the trap is a return to reality, higher awareness, more humanity, and openness to new possibilities. More
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social cohesion (is needed? Is desirable?), because thatis the basis of a feeling of satisfaction, or happiness. Politicians
are reactive; statesmen try to encourage processes of social cohesion.

As Behr (2019) writes in The Guardian, the wave of new nationalism in Europe is difficult to neutralise, because
it dresses itself in the garb of popular democracy and protectionist rhetoric. Illiberal democracy is taking hold in
France, Hungary, Poland, and even in Scandinavia. The unifying dynamic in today’s Europe seems to be the
interaction of financial insccurity and the cultural isolation of the majority of ruling clites from citizens. Thus,
extremism becomes a mainstream political current that threatens and suppresses fundamental values and human
rights.

For social sciences, the view of development lies primarily in secking the answer to the question: What makes a
life good? Happiness is a central category from the perspective of both its objective and subjective components. Life,
health, education, and freedom are basic prerequisites for everything else, including contemplation of the meaning of
life. Freedom is a general good; positive freedom allows a choice from a wide range of possibilities on how to lead a
good life, while negative freedom is about the absence of an external agent that would prevent a person from choosing.
Positive freedom relates to utility, the economic dimension of life (i.e., what people want, what they spend money on).
Negative freedom is a political science dimension linked to the terms of democracy and human rights. Whether we
measure happiness objectively through the Human Development Index and Democracy Index or subjectively through
people’s opinions — whether they feel a sense of freedom of choice and control over their own lives via public opinion
polls — it always correlates with the degree of freedom.

Quality of Life - Democracy, Human Development, Subjective Happiness

There are many definitions of democracy, all of which contain two pillars: popular sovereignty with government
control through regularly recurring elections, and respect for individual rights and freedoms. A competitive type of
clection with universal suffrage, the absence of mass corruption, combined with the effective guarantee of civil rights
— including freedom of speech, assembly, religion, and association — is the essence of liberal democracy as opposed
to electoral democracy.

However, democracy is in decline. In 2020, citizens experienced the greatest decline in individual freedoms ever
adopted by governments in peacetime (and possibly even during wartime). The withdrawal of civil liberties, attacks
on freedom of expression, and failures of democratic accountability that occurred as a result of the pandemic are
serious matters. In 2020, for the first time since 2010, the average regional score in The Economist Intelligence
Unit’s Democracy Index (2021) deteriorated in all regions of the world, including Slovakia, which shows weak
political participation, political culture, and government functioning.

The populist revolt of recent years confirms that democratic institutions and the rule of law are not enough to
maintain a prosperous democracy and government credibility. Engaging people in democratic and responsible
decision-making is a prerequisite for a truly vibrant democracy. This primarily requires that people be consulted and
thatissues of fundamental interference with citizens’ liberties be submitted for consideration and discussion. For this
to happen, democracy needs capable leadership, representative political organisations, and clear alternatives from
which to choose. If the political system atrophies and becomes uncompetitive — that is, without a suitable alternative
— popular sovereignty will mean nothing.

The question of how power is exercised in a democracy is fundamental for our time. It is precisely the method of
exercising power that has led to the populist boom of recent years. The pandemic simply shone a light on the exercise
of power. Economic misery, anxiety, fear, and hardship are prerequisites for serious instability, but in themselves,
they are not sufficient for political protests. Protests in 2018 — 2019 had a clear political motive. A decline in income
is not always accompanied by unrest. This happens only when the economic crisis is accompanied by other structural
signs of vulnerability, threat, and the onset of risk of instability. It depends on several factors: the degree of income
inequality, the perception of income inequality as unfair, the state of governance, the level of social protection, ethnic
tensions, and trust in state institutions, the government, parties, and politicians.

A negative evaluation and state of the mentioned factors result in resignation regarding liberal democracy. The
trend of defective democracy persists, along with the main challenges flowing from it: weak political culture, problems
in compliance with and enforceability of the law, corruption, and the rejection of liberal democratic values with a
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subsequent preference for a “strongman” who will replace or bypass political institutions. Democracy is the freedom
of people to express their dissent in elections and in the inter-election period (petitions, assemblies, demonstrations,
strikes, expressions of no confidence). The discrepancy between democracy in practice and civic ideals leads to
permanent disillusionment. A minimalist concept of democracy has as its main condition a government capable of
protecting citizens from chaos and violence so that they do not fall victim to — or welcome — the first “macho” leader
who promises to fix everything.

The freedom to express dissent is based on the certainty that the government will neither punish nor silence the
complainant. The main function of democracy is to prevent the government from abusing its power monopoly to
terrorise and insult defiant citizens. Since the beginning of the millennium, world politics has been defined by a
cascade of interconnected crises — economic, migrational, demographic, energy-related, pandemic-related, and
geopolitical. These accumulated shocks created a new complex of risks and uncertainties to which established
democratic political institutions failed to offer adequate and effective solutions. The failure of politics in transforming
the world economy deepens the gap in economic and human development, which weakens the very principles of liberal
democracy.

This has created space for an ideological and disinformation counter-narrative, which, instead of complex
solutions, offers simple recipes and builds on antagonism and the fight against “clites and the establishment”.
Consequently, there is significant polarisation and fragmentation of society. Globally, the level of democracy is
declining, with the level in 2024 comparable to that of 1986 (EIU report, 2023). The number of countries classified
as liberal democracies is also declining; only 13% of the world’s population lives in them, while up to 72% of the
world’s population lives in various forms of autocracies.

We refer to the current arrangement, which combines formal democratic elections with autocratic elements, as
populistocracy. This system is the result of the transformation of liberal democracy due to a crisis of utility. The
psychological underpinning of this shift is a general feeling of uncertainty and frustration. Sociologist Baumann
(2000) drew attention to the rise of the first post-war generation for whom the traditional trajectory — that children
are better off than their parents — no longer applies. Globalisation and modernisation lead to the extinction of
professions and exclude parts of society from the system, evoking feelings of redundancy and threat. In this
uncertainty, people do not primarily desire more freedom, but safety and certainty. Citizens are willing to sacrifice
more and more freedom in exchange for the promise of greater security. Populism is the political manifestation of the
fear that “my place in society is threatened, I am losing control over my own life, and I cannot trust anyone”.

The aim of the presented study is to comprehensively analyse the causal chain linking the crisis of trust with the
rise of populism and the erosion of liberal values in Europe. The presented analysis combines theoretical definition
of the illiberal nature of populism and the concept of populistocracy and empirical quantitative evidence regarding
the value citizens attribute to various democratic principles, especially with regard to their Willingness to Pay (WTP).
This is complemented with structural analysis of strategies for “bulldozing™ democracy (creeping authoritarianism)
and their application in the context of Slovakia, and analysis of the influence of digital technologies and disinformation
on the disintegration of rationality in democratic discourse.

2 Populism, Populistocracy,
and Identity Politics

Populism as Ideology and Illiberal Threat

Populism, although often perceived as rhetoric, is primarily an ideology. It divides society into two homogeneous
and antagonistic groups: “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite” (Kendall-Taylor & Nietzsche, 2024). This optic
allows populists a moral distinction: the people are legitimised, and the elite are denigrated. Within comparative
political science, populism is primarily defined as a thin-centred ideology, in accordance with Mudde’s definition (in
Stanley, 2008). This concept is widely accepted because it effectively provides an ideological core that can be applied
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to various political contexts. The core of this ideology lies in an essentially moral view of society, seen as divided into
two morally antagonistic camps.

The “thinness” of the ideology is a critical characteristic; populism in itself does not offer a sufficiently extensive
and coherent programme for state administration. Instead, it must necessarily attach itself to other, “thicker”
ideological positions. For example, in the European context, right-wing populism is often associated with elements
of nativism, Euroscepticism, and ethnocentric nationalism, while left-wing populism attaches itself to anti-austerity
programmes. Thus, populism does not bring a new political philosophy but rather rewrites existing ideologies,
placing the moral conflict between the people and the elite at the forefront as the main legitimising principle of
political struggle.

Populism is not inherently anti-democratic, as it can articulate legitimate grievances that the mainstream ignores.
However, it is essentially illiberal. Populists seek to prioritise the alleged needs of the majority over individual
freedoms, the rule of law, and the needs of minorities. By presenting themselves as the only true representatives of the
“will of the people”, populist leaders claim a mandate to dismantle control institutions that might prevent them from
fulfilling this “popular will”. Mudde and Kaltwasser developed this thesis most comprehensively in the book
Populism: A very short introduction (2017), stating that populism is essentially democratic, but at odds with liberal
democracy, the dominant model in the contemporary world. Populism is also harmful because it incites political
polarisation, which hinders the consensus-building that democracy requires. In strongly polarised contexts, citizens
are willing to tolerate the abuse of power and sacrifice democratic principles if it helps their party maintain power
(Graham & Svolik, 2020).

Unlike Mudde’s ideological approach, Laclau (in Hansen, 2018) does not understand populism primarily as an
ideology, but as a specific discursive strategy or form of communication. This discursive form becomes particularly
strong in moments of deep social crises when citizens feel disappointment, frustration, and dissatisfaction with the
incfficiency and inaction of state institutions and elites. The basic mechanism is the creation of chains of equivalence
that link diverse and often heterogeneous demands of frustrated groups (e.g., healthcare workers, teachers,
pensioners) into one antagonistic block against a common enemy — the elite. If traditional institutions fail to satisfy
these demands, the equivalence bonds are strengthened. Demands transform into “militant™ ones, and society is
dichotomously divided into the oppressed and those who hold power. A key role in this process is played by empty
signifiers. These are intentionally strategically vague terms, such as #ze people, the homeland, or the family. Their
vagueness allows them to activate deeply rooted emotional and cultural associations, unifying heterogeneous
meanings into a strong affective knot (Mancin, 2025). An empty signifier ceases to be itself but becomes a
representative of the entire chain of unfulfilled demands. The successful combination of Mudde’s binary moral
division and Laclau’s affective mechanism allows populists to bypass rational political debate and mobilise a wide
range of dissatisfied voter groups.

The Antithesis of Liberal Democracy: Populistocracy

In political practice, the conflict between liberalism and populism is manifested as a conflict between rationality
and emotions, universalism of values and collectivism. Democracy assumes rationality of decision-making based on
verified information, civic identity, and tolerance of diversity. The populist ideological counternarrative, conversely,
assumes decision-making primarily based on emotions, with truth perceived as a “result of construction”. In a
populistocracy, there is a disruption of the universal values of freedom, equality, and solidarity, which are the basis of
liberal democracy. Instead of guaranteeing them, the populist system promotes the priority of recognising specific
opinions and values of specific groups. This shift is manifested dramatically in the weakening of the state as an
institution that is supposed to guarantee justice. Power detached from politics that is supposed to guarantee justice is
fertile ground for state failure and the subsequent rise of “politicians of anger”.
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Table 1: Comparison of principles of liberal democracy and populistocracy — dimensional analysis
Political

. . Liberal Democracy Populistocracy
Dimension .
Principle of Rationality, science, expertise, objective . . .
. Truth as a construct, emotion of belonging

Action truth

Separation of powers, checks and Concentration of power, state paternalism,
Governance L .

balances, subsidiarity weakening of control
Goal Social inclusion, tolerance of diversity Exclusion, creating enemies, collective identity
Strategy Secking consensus, agreement Intentional polarisation, using anger

. . . . Rough behaviour, direct communication with
Rhetoric Political civility, dialogue, transparency
supporters

Source: Own processing, 2025

The increasing importance of identity politics is another important factor. Because voters perceive smaller
differences between established parties in economic policy, identity has become a politically more important factor.
Right-wing populist leaders exploit the growing importance of national identity and present a simplified vision of a
return to the past, where certain groups had a dominant position (Surel, 2011). Populists draw from this conflict of
identity and conflict of income (unemployment vs. feeling of job loss due to another cultural group) and point to easily
identifiable culprits at whom it is easy to direct anger. Thus, a movement arises that demands special recognition for
itsunique, often tribal, identity and experience. The politics of equal dignity has evolved into the politics of difference
(Karlson, 2024), which populist regimes abuse to legitimise intolerance.

3 Empirical Foundations of the Crisis of Trust

Although Europeans live longer and more safely, deep socio-economic inequalities persist. GDP growth in
many countries does not go hand in hand with improvements in health, inequality, and the environment. According
to the Institute for Economics & Peace & Timbro (2024), in most democracies, there has been stagnation or a decline
inliving standards over the last 25 years, while the perception of an unfair increase in the income of the rich has risen.
These inequalities, perceived as unfair, disrupt social cohesion and trust.

In Slovakia, a majority group has formed, classified as low-income and lower-income dissatisfied citizens. This
cohort, whose status does not improve adequately, determines the political trend and preferences. Slovakia shows
below-average values compared to the OECD average in key dimensions such as health status, income and wealth,
and subjective perception of quality of life. A low rate of social spending and persistent regional differences deepen
these problems. Slovakia spends approximately 15% of GDP on social spending, which is still below the EU average
(around 20%). Lowlevels of social spending are amongst the long-term weaknesses of the system (Our World in Data,
2025). According to International Monetary Fund. European Dept. (2024), within regional differences, the
Bratislava Region has a GDP per capita about 130% above the national average, while Eastern Slovakia lags
significantly behind. This is one of the highest regional inequalities in the EU. Furthermore, according to the OECD
“Better Life Index”, Slovakia is below the OECD average in income, health, wealth, and subjective life satisfaction.
Average disposable income is 21,149 USD, compared to the OECD average of 30,490 USD. Life expectancy is 78
years, which is 3 years less than the OECD average. Regarding subjective quality oflife, the latest studies confirm that
quality of life varies significantly between districts, with eastern regions showing the lowest satisfaction values
(Murgas etal., 2025).

According to the latest data from the Human Development Report (United Nations Development Programme,
2025), the Slovak Republic has an HDI of 0.880 and ranks 44" out of 193 evaluated countries, placing it in the “very
high human development” category. Compared to the previous year, Slovakia’s ranking dropped by 5 places. The
HDI evaluates three basic dimensions: a long and healthy life (health index), access to knowledge (education index),
and a decent standard of Tiving (income index).
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Trust in institutions has been declining since the beginning of the 21* century, and studies confirm a strong
connection between a lack of trust and the choice of populists (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2023). Research points
to the chronic nature of this crisis: According to Jansen (2023), the Great Recession in 2008 led to a palpable decline
in trust in EU institutions, and amongst disadvantaged groups (with lower income and education), this level of trust
has not yet returned to pre-crisis levels. This disengagement, according to Mascherini (2024), weakens the
democratic system by reducing the number of active citizens who would check institutions. The crisis of trust has
direct geopolitical consequences: citizens with low institutional trust are up to five times more likely to consider
support for Ukraine (military or humanitarian) as excessive. In strongly polarised contexts, low trust is abused:
polarisation erodes trust in institutions, facilitating propaganda and the discrediting of the opposition, with citizens
being more willing to sacrifice democratic principles so that their party wins (Svolik, 2019).

4 Quantification of the Value of Democracy:
WTP Asymmetry

To overcome the discrepancy between high declared support for democracy and the willingness of voters to
support candidates who undermine democratic norms (Graham & Svolik, 2020), empirical quantification is crucial.
The study by Ferrer etal. (2025) used a conjoint experiment method in seven countries (UK, Poland, Hungary, Spain,
Sweden, Portugal, and Israel) to estimate Willingness to Pay (WTP) — the additional income respondents would
require to give up a specific democratic principle. This approach provides a monetary value for each democratic
principle, thereby revealing their price elasticity. The study findings (Ferrer et al., 2025) confirm that citizens’
commitment is inelastic for elections but elastic for liberal principles, which are most frequently violated in processes
of democratic backsliding:

e Electoral Pillar (Low Elasticity): Free and fair elections are consistently the most valuable principle. Citizens
would give them up only for an extremely high increase in income. For example, Swedish respondents would
demand a 197% income increase to give them up, while Spanish respondents approximately 101%. Elections are
perceived as a direct and tangible instrument of power.

e Liberal Pillar (High Elasticity): Citizens are much more price-clastic regarding principles of the rule of law,
horizontal accountability, and freedom of expression and association. Parliamentary control and checks are
consistently the least valued liberal principles. For example, citizens in many countries were willing to trade the
freedom to demonstrate for a relatively modest 30% increase in income. In Hungary, a 20% increase would
suffice, and in Israel, only a 13% increase in income would be enough for respondents to give up parliamentary
control.

These findings reveal that for many, democracy is perceived minimally, as a purely electoral system, and not as a
complex system of checks and balances, which are casy targets for populists. Empirical WTP findings explain why
modern autocrats prefer the model of populistocracy and creeping authoritarianism (Ferrer et al., 2025). A gradual,
or “piecemeal”, approach to the erosion of democratic principles (e.g., weakening the judiciary, media censorship)
meets with limited public resistance because citizens are willing to give up individual liberal principles for a relatively
low price. However, although individual liberal principles are “cheap”, their aggregate value grows in a simulation of
giving up the entire bundle of five liberal principles at once, the required income increase is substantially higher
(Ferrer etal., 2025). This suggests that while populist leaders may succeed in gradual weakening, a massive and open
dismantling of all checks and balances at once could provoke stronger civic resistance.
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5 Strategy of Bulldozing Democracy

and the Case of Slovakia

The global democratic recession has accelerated in the last 15 years and rarely manifests itself as a sudden coup.

The process of creeping authoritarianism prevails, where an elected ruler gradually dismantles political pluralism and

institutional controls (Diamond, 2017b). Diamond (2017a) also identified a twelve-step strategy used by elected

leaders to dismantle liberal democracy. These strategies target those liberal pillars that have low WTP:

Demonisation and delegitimization of the opposition.

Undermining the independence of the courts (through judicial restructuring).

Undermining the independence of the media.

Restricting Internet freedom in the name of security or counterterrorism.

Gaining control over public broadcasting.

Subduing or suppressing civil society (NGOs, universities), often by labelling them as political and anti-
government.

Intimidating the business community and enriching crony capitalists (clientelism).

Utilising state control over contracts, credit flows, and other resources.

Expanding political control over the state bureaucracy and security apparatus (weaponizing the intelligence
apparatus).

Manipulating electoral districts to maximize own gain.

Gaining control over electoral administration.

Repeating these steps with increasing vigour to deepen fear and achieve the demobilisation of resistance.

The case of Slovakia illustrates a long-term continuity of authoritarian and populist tendencies, leading to a shift

from liberal or constitutional democracy towards a purely electoral democracy. As early as the government of Vladimir

Meciar (HZDS), populist and authoritarian elements were introduced, power was concentrated, and democratic

institutions were weakened, resulting in the country’s delayed entry to the EU. The HZDS voter base was later

absorbed by SMER - Social Democracy under the leadership of Robert Fico, characterised as aleft-wing populist and

national-conservative party with strong authoritarian tendencies. The government that took office in October 2023

has been systematically applying tactics of creeping autocratization, manifested through attacks on key liberal pillars:

Attacks on the Rule of Law and the Judiciary: The government has pushed through reforms that significantly
reduced penalties for corruption and led to the dismantling of anti-corruption authorities. Key institutions,
including the Special Prosecutor’s Office, NAKA (National Criminal Agency), and the Office for the Protection
of Whistleblowers, were abolished. The Ombudsman successfully petitioned the Constitutional Court due to
changes in the so-called Freedom of Information Act (Info-law). These steps, amongst many others, have
weakened the judiciary’s capacity to prosecute corruption, despite warnings from Brussels regarding the
protection of the rule of Taw.

Control of the Media and Civil Space: The government has regularly attacked the media and non-governmental
organisations, strengthened government control over the public broadcaster by dissolving the public broadcaster
RTVS and subsequently establishing STVR, and introduced the labelling of NGOs as “organisations with foreign
support”. These measures represent a direct application of Diamond’s steps 3, 4, and 5.

Clientelism and Economic Impacts: The structure of the three consolidation packages, primarily based on
increasing taxes on labour and corporations, reduces purchasing power, investment activity, and
competitiveness. Experts warn that this structure will lead to a permanent decline in the economy’s potential,
subsequently deepening the socio-economic problems that fuel populism.

An aggressive, chaotic, and offensive political style, characterised by the demonisation of the opposition and

personal attacks, has led to a radicalisation of society. This trend culminated in the murder of an investigative
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journalist and his partner, then members of the LGBTQ+ community, and the attempted assassination of Prime
Minister Fico in May 2024.

Society finds itselfin an “era of anti-heroes”, where political villains, fraudsters, and lawbreakers are admired and
defended, suggesting a deep erosion of political culture and a lack of character within segments of society. Citizens
increasingly prioritise partisan power and economic status over honesty and civility. The populist “bad boy” rhetoric
is emotionally effective and straightforward, reinforcing intolerance of dissenting opinions and hostility towards any
form of otherness.

6 The Crisis of Truth: Disinformation, Deepfakes,
and the Erosion of Rationality

The Disinformation Age and the Disintegration of Verifiable Truth

The fundamental premise of democracy — the rationality of decision-making based on verified information - is
being systematically undermined. Désinformation is defined as false, inaccurate, or misleading information designed
intentionally to cause public harm or to achieve profit. The key factor distinguishing it from erroncous content is the
intent to harm or profit.

Digital platforms accelerate the spread of lies. Algorithms prioritise clickbait content, leading to lies spreading
further, faster, deeper, and more broadly than the truth (Vosoughi et al., 2018). The authors additionally state that
false news stories on X (former Twitter) are 70% more likely to be retweeted than true stories. According to findings,
false news reaches 1,500 people six times faster than true news. The study also analysed 126,000 cascades of tweets
from 2006 to 2017, removing bots from the equation — the differences remained, indicating that humans, not bots,
are the primary spreaders of falsehoods. Denniss & Lindberg (2025) state that social media act as an “infectious”
channel for the dissemination of disinformation, threatening public health. They argue that the problem is systemic:
algorithms, global reach, and weak regulation; they recommend primary prevention (changes at the platform level)
and tertiary prevention (labelling and debunking).

Inastudy published in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS) (Ceylan etal., 2023), the authors
state that disinformation spreads due to the reward mechanism of platforms, which encourages the habitual sharing
of sensational content, rather than due to a lack of critical thinking. The top 15% of most active users spread 30 —
40% of fake news, and social networks function like video games — rewarding interaction, which creates addictive
behaviour. The problem is nota deficitin users, but in the structure of the platforms, as stated by Wood, a USC expert
on habits and co-author of the study (Ceylan etal., 2023).

Another study published in Science (McLoughlin etal., 2024) confirms that moral outrage is a strong catalyst for
the spread of disinformation — people often share content evoking outrage without reading the article, which increases
its virality. The results indicate that moral outrage is a potent driver of content dissemination; posts that trigger moral
outrage have a significantly higher probability of being shared on social media. People often share without reading —
analysis showed that an emotional impulse (outrage) is sufficient for users to share content without fact-checking or
reading the full article. Disinformation exploits outrage to increase virality — it is often formulated to provoke strong
moral reactions, thereby increasing its reach and speed of dissemination. Social media algorithms amplify this effect
— platforms that prioritise engagement (reactions, shares) unintentionally promote the spread of outrage-laden
content, including false information. The psychological mechanism is that outrage activates a sense of moral
obligation to act (e.g., to share), leading to rapid dissemination without critical evaluation.

Research published in the journal Nawre Human Behaviour by Hoes et al. (2024) shows that interventions
against disinformation, such as fact-checking and warning labels, effectively reduce belief in false claims. As further
forms of examined interventions, the authors cite media literacy training (i.e., short educational modules or tips
teaching users to recognise disinformation, focusing on critical thinking and source evaluation) and debunking
(refuting false claims), i.c., providing clear explanations as to why a claim is false, often with evidence. Although the
mentioned interventions work in reducing belief in false information, they increase general scepticism, which may
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weaken trust even in true news. Participants become more cautious, leading to broader scepticism. The results also
point to consequences for democratic processes. Increased scepticism may undermine trust in legitimate news and
democratic institutions, posing arisk to the information ecosystem. The authors recommend designing interventions
to minimise negative effects (scepticism) while maximising the reduction of misinformation, proposing a solution in
the form of'a combination of subtler warnings with education, rather than aggressive labelling.
Why do lies spread faster than the truth? New research (Hoes et al., 2024) confirms that disinformation spreads
faster, further, and deeper than true information for several reasons:
e Novelty and sensation effect: Fake news is often shocking or unexpected, increasing its attractiveness and
likelihood of being shared.
e Emotional triggers: Content evoking outrage, fear, or anger spreads faster because it activates strong reactions.
e Algorithms and reward mechanisms: Social media reward interaction (likes, shares), motivating users to spread
sensational content without verification.
o Cognitive shortcuts: People often share content without reading, relying on headlines and visuals.
e Low production costs: Creating a fake story is easier than verifying true information, increasing the volume of
disinformation.

e Psychological reward: Sharing “shocking truth” reinforces identity and a sense of exclusive knowledge.

Together, these factors create an environment where lies have a competitive advantage over the truth, threatening
democratic processes, public health, and social cohesion. According to Baumann et al. (2020), citizens retreat into
“bubbles of comfort” or “echo chambers”, where they seek only self-confirming information. The study shows that
enclosure within echo chambers on social media arises primarily due to homophily, i.c., people seeking out like-
minded individuals and ignoring differing opinions. This process leads to gradual radicalisation, as interactions within
homogencous groups shift attitudes towards extremes. The model also suggests that content recommendation
algorithms can amplify this effect, thereby increasing polarisation and the stability of information bubbles. The result
isaloss of critical capabilities and an inability to respond to reality.

A summary of knowledge in this area allows us to classify the following amongst the new available tools for
spreading disinformation: manufactured amplification (artificially increasing the reach of information by
manipulating search engine results, promoting links on social media); “bots” (social media accounts operated by
computer programmes designed to generate posts or interact with content on social platforms); astroturf campaigns
(masking the true sponsor of a message, creating a false impression that it originates from genuine grassroots
activism); identity theft of authoritative media, people, or governments (via fake websites and/or social media
accounts); micro-targeting (using consumer data, especially on social media, to send differentinformation to different
groups). Although micro-targeting is not necessarily illegal and can be used equally by those spreading legitimate
information, the Cambridge Analytica scandal shows that it poses a serious risk for the spread of disinformation;
deepfakes (digitally altered or manufactured videos or audio files).

The Threat of Deepfakes and the “Liar’s Dividend”

The impact of synthetic media, especially deepfakes (digitally altered videos and audio recordings), represents an
extraordinary threat to democratic discourse. If people can no longer believe what they see, truth and trust are
existentially threatened.

The Brookings Institution identified that deepfakes affect democracy in three ways (Galston, 2020). The first
mechanism is the undermining of trust in visual evidence, weakening the fundamental principle that “seeing is
believing”. The second is the increased risk of spreading disinformation and manipulation, as fake videos can discredit
political opponents. The third is the “liar’s dividend” phenomenon, which allows politicians to deny genuine evidence
by claiming it is a forgery. The study warns that these factors can reduce citizens’ trust in institutions and destabilise
democratic discourse.

The threat of deepfakes and the “liar’s dividend” phenomenon are also closely related to Foreign Influence
Operations (FIO). The most systemic threats come from organised attempts and coordinated campaigns, often linked
to state actors such as Russia (e.g., the IRA in the 2016 US elections) and China. These operations promote
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democratic regression and push for an authoritarian revival. Using deepfakes as a tool of disinformation, foreign
actors can create realistic fake videos or audio recordings that discredit political leaders, spread polarising narratives,
or provoke mistrust in democratic processes. The “liar’s dividend” reduces trust in the truth such thatwhen deepfakes
are known to exist, politicians (even those targeted by legitimate evidence) can claim that authentic materials are
forgeries. This complicates the exposure of actual influence operations and weakens accountability. Therefore, the
strategic goal of foreign operations is to destabilise society and weaken trust in media and institutions. Deepfakes and
the “liar’s dividend” are ideal tools for achieving these goals because they create information chaos.

7 Discussion and Resilience Strategies:
From Liberal Literacy to Institutional Defence

At its core, democracy is not merely a system of government; it is a social contract that requires active
participation, compromise, and a willingness to sacrifice individual desires for the collective good. A populist future,
where populism could be for the 21 century what social democracy was for the 20" century, is a distant vision, but it
is approaching. The key to restoring trust and resilience is for democracy to be useful and effective in the daily lives
of citizens. This requires guaranteeing the application of universal values of human dignity, freedom, equality, and
solidarity.

As stated above, the study by Ferrer etal. (2025) shows that while citizens consider free and fair elections to be
the most valuable democratic principle, which they are willing to defend even at high costs, their commitment to other
liberal principles — such as media freedom, the rule of law, or mechanisms of horizontal accountability — is significantly
weaker. Analysis based on a conjoint experiment in seven countries revealed that a relatively substantial increase in
income (around 30 — 50%) would be sufficient for the majority of citizens to accept the limitation of these principles,
whereas cancelling free elections would require exponentially higher compensation. This discrepancy indicates that
the gradual, “piccemeal” weakening of liberal elements of democracy can proceed with minimal public resistance,
increasing the vulnerability of democracies to backsliding.

To reverse the trend where citizens easily sacrifice liberal principles for economic gain, a democracy protection
strategy involving the improvement of liberal literacy is crucial. It is essential to better explain to the public and
politicians how liberal institutions (the rule of law, the judiciary, media freedom) function as public goods that
contribute to prosperity and well-being. These institutions must be adequately funded and defended against “free
riding” and short-term political gains.

Ferrer et al. (2025) emphasise a strategic approach in their conclusion: democratic institutions are most
vulnerable when they are weakened gradually and piecemeal. It follows that the fundamental solution lies in
strengthening civic resilience against such “piecemeal” practices — that is, increasing awareness of the value of liberal
principles (rule of law, media freedom, control mechanisms), which are less visible than elections but crucial for the
functioning of democracy. The authors reccommend that these principles become part of public debate and education,
as citizens often do not consider them as important as elections, allowing for their subtle erosion. The fundamental
solution lies in a return to the Voltairean principle of human dignity, which includes:

e Tolerance and compromise: Ensuring conditions where otherness is tolerated and the rights of others and the
weaker are protected. Tolerance requires sacrifice and the renunciation of part of one’s conviction in the search
for compromise.

e Decent income: Ensuring the possibility to earn a living through one’s own work and to have a decent income
from it.
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Defence against populistocracy requires addressing structural economic problems and strengthening
institutional brakes:

1. Economic and structural reforms: Since 2015, Slovakia has ceased to significantly catch up with EU countries
and needs fundamental structural reforms which emphasise innovation, increase labour productivity, and address
regional disparities. The consolidation of public finances should primarily focus on reducing expenditures, not
on increasing taxes that burden economic activity. The best social policy is one that leads to the highest possible
employment and wages, including support for the employment of vulnerable groups (Roma, single parents,
families with dependent children).

2. Protection of the judiciary and media: It is crucial to defend the independence of the judiciary by introducing
public and transparent procedures for the selection and retention of judges (Brookings Institution, 2019). The
European Court of Justice (EC]) plays a vital role in protecting the rule of law and judicial independence in
member states (European Parliament, 2021).

3. Regulation of digital vulnerability: The EU is strengthening its protection through legislation such as the Digital
Services Act (DSA), which requires digital platforms to address systemic risks associated with disinformation and
compels them towards transparency and accountability.

4. Restoration of publicdiscourse: Itis urgentto suppress unrestrained, crude “bad boy” behaviour. Political debate
must be objective and more moderate in tone and words, with a greater degree of empathy towards the opponent’s
position, to remain a non-violent competition of the best ideas.

The world is at a critical point where the erosion of the functioning of democracy at its core is taking place, and
populism has established itself as the “new normal”. Populistocracy wins by strategically exploiting socio-cconomic
frustration and the identified asymmetry in the value citizens ascribe to democratic principles. The success of
autocratization lies in the gradual, piecemeal weakening of liberal institutions, which citizens, surprisingly, sacrifice
most casily.

Democracy in the struggle against populistocracy has a chance only if it can be more persuasive and effective in
the daily lives of citizens. This requires the enforcement of a humanistic vision that strengthens the fundamental values
of liberal democracy, restores public trust in institutions, and demonstrates the ability to respond to the needs and
expectations of citizens. Only in this way can the trend of autocratization be reversed, where ruling instead of
governing and continued attacks on critics will be directly proportional to the worsening socio-economic situation.

[t must be emphasised that if we want to prevent further weakening of trust, polarisation, and the gradual erosion
of democratic principles, we must return to the foundations of the social agreement. The restoration of the social
contract is essential, and we assess that it stands on three pillars:

1. Transparency and accountability, where the state must guarantee open decision-making, control of power, and
fair rules. Citizens must feel that institutions act in their interest and are ready to bear responsibility.

2. Equality of opportunity and inclusion — the social contract is renewed only when every citizen has a real chance to
participate in social life — without barriers, discrimination, or inequalities that undermine trust.

3. Lastbutnotleast, shared responsibility for the future, where democracy is not only a right but also a duty. Citizens
must be active, resilient to disinformation, and prepared to defend values that protect freedom and the rule of law.

The restoration of the social contract is not a choice — it is a condition for the survival of democracy.

Our presented study focused on a comprehensive analysis of the process formulated by the authors as a
fundamental shift in politics: a shift from politics based on universal values and rational argumentation to semantic
politics, in which rationality is replaced by rhetoric, emotions, and symbolic gestures. This shift in political paradigm
isnotaccidental butresults from adeep crisis caused by the interconnection of several factors — economic uncertainty,
structural inequalities, loss of trust in institutions, and the sophisticated use of disinformation in the digital
environment.

The empirical findings of the study, including the concept of Willingness to Pay (WTP) and the analysis of
asymmetry in citizens” democratic commitments, clearly demonstrate that democracy in Europe does not face the
traditional threat of autocracy (a direct attack on elections) but rather a more subtle and dangerous process of gradual
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weakening — populistocracy. This form of government retains electoral procedures, thereby maintaining a fagade of
legitimacy, while systematically dismantling liberal institutions and principles of the rule of law.

Slovakia represents a paradigmatic case in this context —a country that is not in a state of traditional autocracy but
is gradually transforming into a populistocracy through the enforcement of strategies of creeping autocratization. In
the assessment of the quality of life, Slovakia is around the average of OECD countries regarding social ties, civic
participation, personal security, and work-life balance. It shows below-average values in health status, income and
wealth, education and skills, environmental quality, subjective perception of quality of life, housing, employment, and
savings.

Money is a tool for a higher standard of living. Vertical inequalities persist; there is a significant gap between the
richest and the poorest (20% of the population owns four times more than the bottom 20% of the population).
Horizontal inequalities also persist. Education is a prerequisite for finding a job. We have a problem with the quality
of education; the average PISA score is lower than the OECD average. We also do not reach the average for healthy
life years and life expectancy. Generally: Slovaks are less satisfied with their lives.

The main assignment lies in strengthening skills across the entire population. This will improve employability,
increase productivity, make the economy more resilient to future shocks, and prepare it for digitalisation. The Slovak
economy in terms of GDP per capita and labour productivity is one-third lower than in the most developed OECD
countrics. The employment rate is low, although it was growing until 2020. We have a lower quality environment;
more than 75% of the population is exposed to undesirable levels of pollution; CO2 emissions have not decreased in
recent years. Inequality is objectively lower but subjectively perceived as a problem. The outlined socio-economic
inequalities are deepening regionally. Finding common procedures at the EU level is conditioned by significant
differences in the status of vulnerable social groups.

Inaddition to socio-economic problems and blocked social mobility, risks associated with climate change and the
environment are increasing. Extreme weather causes the greatest concerns, and environmental policies are failing.
The inability of political leaders to find binding collective solutions to global problems strengthens the inclination
towards state-centralist policies with a tendency to “take back control”. After a period of globalisation, we are thus
moving into a period of divergence. Geopolitical and geoeconomic tensions are the strongest global threats at present.
The difficulty in finding consensus in solving problems ranging from environmental protection to uncontrolled
migration to the ethical challenges of the 4% industrial revolution, as well as data fraud, cyberattacks, fake news,
identity theft, loss of privacy, government and corporate access to personal data, and ultimately the slowing of
cconomic growth with a global debt burden 0f 225% of GDP all serve to create new social conflicts today.

8 Conclusions

The study revealed four critical findings that fundamentally alter our understanding of the crisis of democracy in
Europe.

Asymmetry of Democratic Commitments as a tool of Autocratization

The study by Ferrer et al. (2025) empirically confirmed what populism theorists intuitively anticipated: there is
no single, homogeneous democratic principle that citizens would want to defend fanatically. For example, while
clections are a constitutive element of democracy that citizens would give up only for extremely high compensation (a
197% income increase in Sweden), the commitment to parliamentary control or the freedom to demonstrate is
significantly lower (a 13 — 30% income increase is enough for citizens to accept it). This price elasticity of liberal
principles explains why modern autocrats prefer the model of creeping autocratization instead of open coups d éuar:
by gradually weakening the most common and least visible power control mechanisms, they encounter only minimal
public resistance.
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The analytical contribution of this finding is the decodification of populist tactics as a rational choice of the
regime’s leader. Populistleaders are not irrational actors but strategic actors who maximise their room for manocuvre
by reducing public resistance through selective attacks on liberal institutions in the order of their value to citizens.

Semantic Politics as a Key Mechanism of Populistocracy

The study clearly demonstrates that the transition from the politics of universal values to semantic politics is not
a side effect of populism, but its core. Semantic politics, defined as the mobilisation of emotions, symbols, and
rhetorical power instead of rational argument, has become the dominant tool of political mobilisation. Phenomena
such as the politics of anger, the culture of anti-heroes, or disinformation campaigns are manifestations of this
transformation.

Crucial to understanding this transformation is the realisation that semantic politics is not just a tool of
manipulation, but a strategy to change the very subject of politics — from material conditions and economic policy to
issues of identity, security, and national/cultural order. As Mancin (2025) states, populists draw from the income
cleavage and identity cleavage, allowing them to create empty signifiers such as the people, the homeland, or tradition,
which serve as central mobilisation ideas without precise content.

Protectionism in Private Rights as the Economic Dimension of Populistocracy

The study clearly connects the economic roots of populism with political transformation. Protectionism in the
area of property rights — a manifestation of trade wars, weakening of the rule of law, and the alleged enrichment of
political cronies — is not a side note but a fundamental aspect of populist economic policy. The example of Slovakia
clearly shows how attacks on anti-corruption institutions, the National Criminal Agency (NAKA), and the Special
Prosecutor’s Office serve not only political goals (unifying resistance against “elites”) but also economic goals —
protecting the personal wealth of the political elite from legal pursuit.

This dimensionality is critical: a populistocracy is not only a political but also an economic regime that transforms
the state apparatus into a tool for protecting and accumulating the wealth of a political clique. The clientelism seen in
the Slovak Republic is a paradigmatic example.

Disinformation and Digital Technologies as an Accelerator of Autocratization

The study provides empirical evidence that digital platforms and disinformation are not merely a peripheral
component of populism but its basic mechanism. Phenomena such as echo chambers, comfort bubbles, and
algorithms rewarding virality over truthfulness active support polarisation and the disintegration of a common
information space. The threat of deepfakes and the “liar’s dividend” phenomenon represents an existential threat to
the basic principle of democracy - the verifiability of factual claims and the possibility of public discussion based on
verified information. If citizens can no longer trust what they see, the breakdown of trust is irreversible.

The study implicitly and explicitly argues that every epoch creates a certain form of social contract — a set of
implicit rules, expectations, and legitimising principles that hold society together. Liberal democracy of the 20™ and
carly 21* centuries was based on a specific version of the social contract: universal rights, the rule of law, discursive
norms of civilised debate, and expectations that economic growth would be for everyone.

When this contract broke, economic growth stagnated, regional inequalities deepened, institutions failed to
address migration and security, and space was created for its fundamental rewriting. Populistocracy represents an
alternative social contract, based on different principles:

o Instead of a universal rule of law: Protection of specific groups and their “property rights” (such as the economic
and cultural rights of the majority).

e Instead of rational discourse: Emotion, identity, and symbolism.

o Instead of collective institutions: The rule of a “strongman” who pretends to be the representative of “the
people™.

o Instead of reciprocity and compromise: Zero-sum politics, where the gain of one side = the loss of the other.

20 Theoretical Studies



Slovakia is a symptomatic case of transformation from electoral democracy to populistocracy without a revolution

or sudden coup occurring. The analysis shows:

1.
2.

“ontinuity of populist traditions from Meciar through Fico to the current government (2023 — present).
Systemic application of Diamond’s strategy (2020): From attacks on the judiciary, the National Criminal Agency,
the Whisteblower Protection Office, through control of the media to labelling non-profit organisations as
“foreign agents”.

Politics of anger, culminating in the murder of a journalist and an assassination attempt on the Prime Minister —
expressions of a deep pathology in political culture.

Economic consequences of ineffective policies leading to the deepening of socio-economic problems that feed
populism.

The study successfully synthesises three theoretical traditions:

Mudde (ideological perspective): Populism as a “thin ideology” dividing society into “the pure people” and “the
corrupt elite”.

Laclau (discursive perspective): Populism as a discursive strategy of creating chains of equivalence and empty
signifiers that mobilise heterogeneous groups.

Ferrer (empirical perspective): Quantification of the price citizens ascribe to democratic principles, explaining
the success of creeping autocratization.

Their synthesis shows that populism operates on multiple levels - ideological, discursive, and empirical-

behavioural — and that a full understanding of populistocracy requires taking all three dimensions into account. The

presented study introduces or systematises the concept of popudistocracy as an analytical category that is qualitatively

different from traditional categories of electoral democracy and autocracy. Populistocracy has specific characteristics:

Formal preservation of electoral procedures (legitimacy).
Gradual weakening of liberal institutions.

Concentration of power in the hands of a charismatic leader.
Use of semantic politics and disinformation.

Erosion of the rule of law through “piecemeal” exceptions.

This category is not merely an academic classification but is practically relevant for understanding the future of

democracy in Europe and around the world.

Future Perspectives and Warning

Continuation of Populistocracy — if current trends continue without significant interventions, Europe will

gradually transform into an aggregate of populistocracies. The signs are clear:

Declining level of democracy to the lowest point since 1986 (EIU, 2023).
Only 13% of the world’s population lives in liberal democracies.

Political polarisation making consensus-building impossible.

Digital disinformation eroding the common factual space.

In this scenario, elections would remain, but they would belong to “circus” procedures without much influence

on governance. Populistocracy would become the “normal” regime.

Restoration of democracy through liberal literacy and the social contract would require:

Increasing the “price” of liberal principles in the eyes of citizens — understanding them as public goods that
protect individual freedom.

Economic reforms addressing structural inequalities.

Strengthening institutional brakes and protecting the judiciary from politicisation.
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4. Restoration of public discourse based on civilised norms and the relevance of facts.

This scenario would ergo presuppose a return to a social contract in which liberal democracies are founded on
new bases — not on an idealised version of “free market and neoliberalism”, but on combinations of solidarity, dignity,
and participation.

Call for Renewal as a Condition for Survival

In conclusion, it should be noted that the restoration of the social contract is not a choice — it is a condition for
the survival of democracy. As already stated, democracy has a chance only if it can be effective and useful in the daily
lives of citizens. Politicians and intellectuals who count on populism rooting itself out, or that the population will
return to “normal” politics without change, are mistaken. Populistocracy is nota transitory phenomenon; it is a deeply
rooted change in political economy and culture. Three pillars of renewal exist:
1. Transparency and Accountability

The state must guarantee open decision-making, control of power, and fair rules. Citizens must feel that
institutions act in their interest. This requires:
e Independence of the judiciary and protection of the rule of law.
e Media freedom and support for factually accurate broadcasting.
e Introduction of real mechanisms of horizontal accountability.

e Transparency in decision-making and availability of information.

2. Equality of Opportunity and Inclusion
The social contractis renewed only when every citizen has areal chance to participate in social life without barriers
of discrimination or inequalities. This requires:
e Structural economic reforms aimed at creating decent jobs.
e Reduction of regional inequalities and support for lagging regions.
e  Social support for marginalised groups without stigmatisation.

e Investments in education and opportunities for social, labour, and geographical mobility.

3. Shared Responsibility for the Future
Democracy is not just a right — it is also a duty. Citizens must be:
e Active, engaged, and informed.
o Resilient to disinformation and polarisation.
e Prepared to defend values that protect freedom and the rule of law.

e (Capable of finding compromise without losing their character.

Populistocracy is a reality that is expanding. Its causes such as economic uncertainty, structural inequalities, and
institutional incapacity remain unresolved. Disinformation spreads faster than the truth. Digital platforms are
becoming political actors prioritising polarisation over dialogue. Fortunately, the study provides a path.
Populistocracy can be stopped if democratic elites and sociceties return to the basics — to universal values, rational
discourse, fair economic policy, and the building of social consensus. Key is knowing that liberal institutions are not
artifacts of ancient history, but indispensable tools of individual freedom and social order.

Acknowledgement: The study is an outcome of the project APVV-24-0309 “Freedom of the Media and Freedom of
Lapression in the Context of a Digital Society in Slovakia’, supported by the Agency for the Support of Research and
Development.
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