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Introduction 
• The topic of polarisation is in the media and on the 
political agenda :  

• “We are not a divided country”, President of the German 
Constitutional Court in his talk of the 33th German Unity Day 
(October 3, 2023)  

• “Polarisation has not been good for Switzerland,” front page 
story of the weekend edition of the NZZ (September 23, 
2023) 

• Empirical evidence seems to be less conclusive 
• “Polarisation paradox” (Liliane Mason), i.e. that the 
subjective perception of polarisation is greater than 
“objective” polarisation 

 



Conceptualizing & measuring polarisation 
• Competing conceptualizations:  

polarisation – divergence – cleavages – segregation – inequality… 
• Borrowing from political sciences (Sartori 1976): polarisation includes: 

•  a movement towards two (antagonistic) poles 
•  convergence within and divergence between groups/parties 
•  a disfunction of the underlying system like the erosion of basic norms  

• Different analytical levels:  
•  national, subnational/local levels, but also regional (Europe) and global 
•  individuals, groups, institutions/organisations (e.g. parties) 

• Variety of domains and dimensions of polarisation: 
•  perceived polarisation vs. (self-reported) behaviour 
•  domains: political, social, economic polarisation 
•  subdomains, for instance regarding political polarisation:  

•  thematic polarisation concerning specific issues 
•  Ideological polarisation, affective polarisation 

•  structural and institutional polarisation 
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