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Preface and Acknowledgements

Contention in Times of Crisis presents key findings from a joint effort of
the project ‘Political Conflict in Europe in the Shadow of the Great
Recession’ (POLCON), funded by the European Research Council,
and the project ‘Years of Turmoil: The Political Consequences of
the Financial and Economic Crisis in Europe’, funded by the Swiss
National Science Foundation.1 Our joint effort focuses on the development of European democracies and political conflict in the context of
the Great Recession. Since the world entered the Great Recession with
the breakdown of Lehman Brothers in autumn 2008, commentators
have been worrying about the political repercussions of the economic
crisis. The spectre of the 1930s has been haunting many observers of
European politics, and the most pessimistic among them have been
wondering whether democracy is going to survive in the face of the
grave economic consequences of the crisis.
To tackle this question empirically, POLCON has studied the structuration of political conflict in Europe by analysing contestation in
the electoral arena, in the protest arena, and in policy-specific contentious episodes. The main research question has been whether the
Great Recession and its consequences have changed the long-term
trends in the development of political conflict in Europe as they were
previously assessed in West European Politics in the Age of Globalisation
(Cambridge University Press, 2008) and Political Conflict in Western
Europe (Cambridge University Press, 2012). These long-term trends
include, above all, an increasing importance of the cultural dimension
in the two-dimensional political space in western Europe and its reinterpretation as a deepening divide between those who embrace further
integration and those who favour demarcation and nationalism. The
‘Years of Turmoil’ project has also studied the repercussions of the

1

The project was supported by ERC grant Nr. 338875 and by SNF grant Nr.
100017_146104.
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economic crisis on democracy, but with a focus on linking aggregate
patterns of conflict and competition with democratic engagement, participation, and choice at the level of individual citizens.
The present volume follows up on POLCON’s first major book publication, European Party Politics in Times of Crisis (Cambridge University
Press, 2019). While the previous volume lays out our answers to the
questions of whether and to what extent party competition has been
restructured in Europe since the onset of the Great Recession, the
present volume studies the impact of the Great Recession on the mobilization of protest across Europe.
The present volume has been long in coming. We have had more
than the usual difficulties in getting it completed, but are all the happier to be finally able to present our key findings to the public. It was
unusually risky to embark on a study of protest across no fewer than
thirty European countries for a sixteen-year period in the first place.
To limit the risks involved in collecting such an ambitious set of data,
we relied on a well-established tool – protest event analysis – but also
made an attempt to innovate by applying new methods from the toolbox of automated content analysis to this type of research. As it turned
out, our initial hopes regarding the versatility and capacity of these
new kinds of tools were too high. These tools are constantly improving,
but, at the time when we applied them, they fell short of our expectations: While we were able to quite reliably identify texts with a high
probability of containing a protest event, we were not able to develop
an automated scheme for coding them as we had originally hoped. As
a matter of fact, we ended up coding the texts – which we had classified using automated procedures – in the old way, i.e. manually. As one
can easily imagine, it was a time-consuming and costly experience to
manually code the more than 30,000 protest events that we identified
for the period covered. The database on which this study builds proves
to be all the more valuable. It is unique in its kind and so is the story we
are able to tell based on it.
Social science today is teamwork. All the members of the two project
teams have contributed to the construction of the database, but we have
also relied on external support. Most notably, we benefited from the
support provided by Michi Amsler, Klaus Rothenhäusler, and Gerold
Schneider from the Institute of Computational Linguistics at the
University of Zurich; Patrice Wangen from the European University
Institute; Ondrej Cisar and his team from the Charles University in
Prague; and a large number of coders at both the European University
Institute (where the POLCON project was located) and at the
University of Zurich (where the Years of Turmoil project was located).
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