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Abstract
Violent extremist attacks pose a serious threat to democracy, undermining its institutions, norms 
and practices. This article examines the disruptive impact of violent extremism on the public 
sphere and considers the role of political leaders in responding to these challenges. Leaders 
are widely recognised as the key actors shaping the public discourse after extremist attacks, by 
either reinforcing or resisting the division intended by these attacks. Yet, their role in building 
democratic resilience – that is, fostering the public sphere’s ability to respond to extremist 
attacks without compromising its democratic commitments – remains underexplored. Drawing 
on a range of case studies, the article examines the spectrum of leaders’ responses to violent 
extremist attacks and their effects on democratic resilience. It identifes two distinct approaches 
to democratic resilience: ‘bouncing back’ by maintaining the status quo, or ‘bouncing forward’ 
by deepening democratic commitments. The article considers the implications of each approach 
and underscores the necessity of the latter in strengthening the public sphere and its deliberative 
capacity in the aftermath of extremist attacks.
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Introduction

Violent extremism is a serious threat to the public sphere in democratic societies. From 
the 11 September attacks in the United States (2001), to Norway’s 22 July attacks (2011) 
and the Christchurch massacre in Aotearoa New Zealand (2019), these acts of violence 
target not only human lives but also the foundations of democratic life. Extremist attacks 
challenge established ways of functioning and governing, disrupting democratic norms, 
practices and bonds. Violent extremists exploit and ‘benefit from identity conflicts’ 
(Volker, 2023: 2), using attacks to polarise public discourse and push societies toward 
divisive ‘us’ versus ‘them’ thinking. In doing so, they undermine opportunities for critical 
reflection and deliberation across difference – both essential to a healthy public sphere.

Despite the common challenges posed by violent extremist attacks, responses to them 
are rarely the same. While some democracies descend into division and polarisation 
intended by these attacks, others strive to respond with ‘more democracy, more openness 
and greater political participation’ as Norwegian Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg urged 
after the 22 July attacks (Pidd and Meikle, 2011). But what are the implications of these 
different responses for democracy? This article explores how violent extremism threatens 
the public sphere, how leaders respond and what these responses mean for democracy and 
democratic resilience.

Leaders are widely recognised as key actors shaping public discourse in response to 
crises and extreme events (Bächtiger and Dryzek, 2024; Boin et al., 2016; Riggio and 
Newstead, 2023). The media, civil society and social movements also help to shape 
discourse following extremist attacks by framing the events, amplifying certain narra-
tives and influencing public interpretations and responses (e.g. della Porta et al., 2020; 
Norris et al., 2004). However, it is political leaders and government that the public look 
to in times of crisis, not only to provide protection and response and recovery operations, 
but also to ‘embody the collective determination, punish the guilty (or take the blame), 
and learn the right lessons’ (Ansell et al., 2014: 418; see also Boin and ‘t Hart, 2003; 
Miller and Beausoleil, 2023). How leaders respond to a crisis like a violent extremist 
attack has a significant effect on public discourse and democracy (e.g. Anwar and 
Sumpter, 2020; Christensen et  al., 2013; Hajer and Uitermark, 2008; Rafoss, 2019; 
Vatnoey, 2015). Leaders are also crucial in fostering resilience in its many forms. In this 
article, we focus specifically on their role in strengthening democratic resilience, exam-
ining how their responses to extremist attacks shape the public sphere and influence 
deliberation within it.

The concept of resilience has been widely applied in studies on both violent extremism 
and democracy, though with different emphases. In the literature on violent extremism, 
resilience typically refers to the ability of societies, communities, or individuals to resist 
extremist beliefs, prevent radicalisation and terrorist threats, and recover from their 
impact (e.g. McNeil-Willson and Triandafyllidou, 2023). In democracy studies, demo-
cratic resilience is typically understood at the regime level, focusing on the ability of a 
political system to withstand threats like authoritarian tendencies or the erosion of demo-
cratic institutions (e.g. Boese et al., 2021; Holloway and Manwaring, 2023; Lieberman 
et al., 2022; Merkel and Lührmann, 2021). In contrast to these approaches, our article 
shifts the focus to the public sphere as a crucial site where democratic resilience can be 
observed and strengthened.

We define the public sphere, drawing on the theory of deliberative democracy, as a site 
where issues of common concern are identified, articulated and deliberated. The purpose 
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of this deliberation is not to suppress differences, or build consensus across differences, 
but create conditions in which different views can be voiced and meaningfully engage 
with one another. A democratically resilient public sphere remains committed to delibera-
tion across differences, even in the face to threats that seek to undermine it. Hence, the 
way institutions and actors within the public sphere respond to extremist attacks is crucial 
for sustaining democratic resilience.

In this article, we focus on political leaders and analyse how their responses to extrem-
ist attacks shape the democratic resilience of the public sphere. Our argument unfolds in 
two steps. First, we develop empirically grounded categories of how leaders respond to 
the threats that violent extremism poses to the public sphere – whether by exacerbating, 
containing or counteracting them. We then analyse the implications of each response for 
democratic resilience. Our analysis reveals that democratic resilience is not a binary con-
cept but a dynamic process that can take different forms and shift over time in response 
to extremist attacks.

The article is organised into three sections. In the first section, we explain how extrem-
ist attacks endanger the public sphere and undermine its democratic functions, particu-
larly when viewed through a deliberative lens. In the second section, we present the 
diverse ways leaders respond to extremist attacks and assess their implications for the 
democratic health of the public sphere. Our analysis draws on multiple case studies of 
leaders’ responses to a variety of far-right and jihadist attacks – the two most significant 
forms of extremist violence in most advanced democracies today (Doxsee et al., 2022; 
Europol, 2023). Informed by this analysis, the third section conceptualises two distinctive 
approaches to democratic resilience: democratic resilience as maintaining the status quo 
(‘bouncing back’) and democratic resilience as deepening democratic commitments 
(‘bouncing forward’). We explain how each approach works in practice and what conse-
quences they have for democracy following extremist attacks. The article contributes to 
scholarly debates on the conception and application of democratic resilience through its 
focus on deliberative democracy and in-depth analysis of leaders’ roles in fostering demo-
cratic resilience in the aftermath of extremist attacks.

Violent Extremism and the Public Sphere

Violent extremist attacks are major disruptions that can destabilise democracy and hinder 
the democratic functioning of the public sphere (Alexander, 2006; Hajer, 2005). While 
the loss of lives is the most visible and measurable effects of violent extremism, it is not 
the only one. Through acts of publicly displayed violence, extremists seek to provoke 
governments to react with excessive repression. By doing so, they aim to deepen social 
divisions, radicalise particular segments of the population, and undermine the legitimacy 
of governments (Krause, 2018). In discussions about the effects of violent extremist 
attacks, often overlooked is how these attacks also affect the functioning of the public 
sphere – and by extension, democracy – by disrupting the democratic norms, practices 
and bonds that sustain it.

While our observation about violent extremism threating democracy is not new, our 
emphasis on deliberative democracy offers a novel angle for understanding the impacts of 
violent extremism on the public sphere. Existing literature operates mainly with reference 
to the rights and freedoms central to liberal democracy (Maximiliano, 2018). It empha-
sises the need for safeguarding individual rights and striking a balance between security 
needs and personal freedoms in addressing the threats posed by violent extremism. These 
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are important considerations, as the aftermath of violent attacks is often marked by a 
heightened policy focus on security, which may result in the erosion of civil liberties as 
governments enact laws that restrict individual freedoms in the name of national security 
(Wilkinson, 2006). While these concerns are valid, and the preservation of individual 
freedoms is key for democracy, insufficient attention is given to the threat that violent 
extremism poses to the public sphere.

The public sphere is not a unified concept; its meaning, key attributes, and democratic 
functions vary depending on the different normative approaches to democracy (Ferree 
et al. 2002; Habermas, 2023; Mouffe, 2002). Our approach to the public sphere is not one 
that is oriented towards consensus, which – as many scholars have argued – can suppress 
differences and marginalise dissenting voices. Instead, we define a healthy public sphere 
as one in which diverse perspectives are actively engaged rather than silenced, and where 
both deliberation and agonism are recognised as essential democratic practices (Curato, 
2019; Ercan, 2017; Mendonça and Ercan, 2015). Violent extremist attacks pose a direct 
threat to these aspirations and the conditions required by a healthy public sphere. Violent 
extremists seek to sow fear, deepen societal divisions and polarise the public sphere 
around identity markers such as ethnicity, nationality, religion or language (Apter, 1997; 
Krause, 2018; Parker, 2019). Here, the danger is not only the terror itself, but ‘how it may 
change the society’s values’ and prospects for deliberation in the public sphere (Vatnoey, 
2015: 13). When the public sphere is inflicted by fear and polarised, it loses its capacity 
to foster communication across differences and enable critical reflection that are central 
to public deliberation (McSwiney et al., 2025).

The relationship between violent extremism and the public sphere extends beyond the 
former threatening the latter. In some cases, violent extremist attacks can also be under-
stood, at least in part, as a reaction to the shortcomings of the public sphere. When the 
public sphere fails to foster inclusive, reasoned deliberations across differences, it can 
contribute to the conditions that fuel violent extremism. Several recent violent extremist 
incidents have been linked to such failures. For example, the 2016 murder of Labour MP 
Jo Cox by a neo-Nazi at the height of the Brexit referendum has been connected to the 
surge of racism, xenophobia, and polarisation unleashed by the Leave campaign – the 
political movement advocating for the United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union, 
which was marked by exclusionary nationalist rhetoric (Jones, 2019; Shaw, 2022). 
Similarly, the 6 January United States Capital Attack in 2021, where supporters of 
President Donald Trump stormed the Capital building in an attempt to overturn Trump’s 
2020 election defeat, has been described as an incident of stochastic terrorism or stochas-
tic violence (Amman and Meloy, 2021; Angove, 2024). Violent extremist attacks may 
also arise in response to the actions of specific public sphere actors, such as the 2015 
Charlie Hebdo attack, with the magazine targeted due to its publication of caricatures of 
the Prophet Muhammad (della Porta et al., 2020). These examples illustrate how extrem-
ist violence can emerge in response to public discourse. That said, violent attacks do not 
inherently carry a clear message. As Solheim and Jupskås (2021: 10) argue, ‘there is little 
information in the terrorist violence itself.  .  . terrorist attacks require interpretation to 
make sense’. The way public sphere actors and institutions, such as political leaders, but 
also media and civil society, interpret and respond to these attacks plays a crucial role in 
shaping their broader impact.

Political leaders – such as Presidents, Prime Ministers, and even opposition leaders – 
play a crucial role in shaping public perception and framing the interpretation of the 
extremist attacks (Anwar and Sumpter, 2020; Hajer and Uitermark, 2008; Rafoss, 2019; 
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Vatnoey, 2015). They hold a unique position of authority and visibility that enables them 
to set the tone of national conversations. They are often the first to respond in the after-
math of a violent extremist attack, offering initial narratives about what has occurred and 
what will be done in response. Their response ‘not only describes, but also actively cre-
ates, social realities, by influencing the way a problem is perceived and then addressed’ 
(Hajer and Versteeg, 2009: 115, emphasis in original). As Hajer and Uitermark (2008: 6) 
note, ‘if leaders fail to frame the event in terms that people see as meaningful, social 
unrest might be enhanced’. Indeed, in some cases, the way political leaders respond can 
do more harm to democracy than the violent attack itself (McCauley, 2006). Overreactions, 
divisive rhetoric or repressive measures can amplify fear, deepen polarisation and erode 
the prospects for deliberation across difference. However, leaders can also respond in 
ways that resist the threats violent extremism poses to the public sphere. Their responses 
can strengthen solidarity or generate it in the first place (Hajer and Uitermark, 2008: 6). 
Through their responses, they can foster rather than undermine the democratic resilience 
of the public sphere (McSwiney et al., 2025; Sengul and McSwiney, 2024). In the follow-
ing section, we examine different consequences of a leader’s responses and analyse how 
these responses shape the resilience of the public sphere.

Leaders’ Responses and Their Consequences for the Public 
Sphere

Through an in-depth analysis of multiple case studies and a critical review of the litera-
ture on responses to major extremist attacks in contemporary democracies, we identify 
three distinct trajectories that leaders’ responses can take. Through their responses leaders 
can (1) exacerbate, (2) contain and/or (3) counteract the threats violent extremism poses 
to the public sphere. These categories are shaped by key analytical dimensions by exam-
ining how leaders frame the violent extremist attack, how they define the affected publics 
and how they envision relationships among them in the public sphere. While the bounda-
ries between the three categories may be fluid in practice – shifting over time and across 
different societal contexts – they are nevertheless distinguished by the degree of emphasis 
on core deliberative democratic qualities, as we demonstrate below.

Exacerbating the Extremist Threat

There are two principal ways in which political leaders’ responses can inadvertently exac-
erbate rather than mitigate the division and polarisation that violent extremists seek to 
instigate in the public sphere. Exacerbation can occur through an overly simplistic and 
reductionist condemnation of an attack, as well as through the expression of sympathy 
with the perpetrators and their grievances.

Exacerbating responses often frame violent extremist attacks as acts of war or existen-
tial conflict, focusing on the ‘evil other’ (De Castella and McGarty, 2013: 87), which 
reinforces a polarised and antagonistic view of society. Such frames, often deployed in 
response to jihadist violent extremism, depict the extremists as motivated chiefly by a 
hatred of the (‘western’) values of the target group. They are used as a powerful technique 
for enlisting public support, as few would willingly side with people who are portrayed as 
bent on their destruction. This framing also makes it extremely difficult to deny the legiti-
macy of an aggressive counterattack or argue against the necessity or effectiveness of 
overall counterterrorism measures (Jackson, 2005).
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US President George W. Bush’s response to the 11 September 2001 attacks and the 
accompanying ‘War on Terror’ offers a classic example of this kind of response, though 
there are many others. The responses of leaders to the 2004 killing of Theo van Gogh in 
the Netherlands by a jihadist violent extremist drew on similar discursive constructions of 
the attack, claiming that the country was now at war (Pantti and van Zoonen, 2013). French 
President François Hollande (2015) likewise responded to 2015 jihadist terror attacks in 
Paris by declaring that: ‘France is at war. The acts committed in Paris and near the Stade 
de France on Friday evening are acts of war. .  . Given the acts of war committed on our 
soil.  .  . we must be merciless’. Invoking the war narrative ‘encourages citizens to accept 
unrestricted government powers in exchange for reassurance and promises of increased 
protection from terrorist attacks’ (De Castella and McGarthy, 2013: 89).

Exacerbating responses are not limited to framing attacks as a declaration of war or 
to cases of jihadist violence. They can also be observed in response to far-right attacks, 
particularly when political leaders legitimise the underlying sentiments behind an 
attack, even while condemning the actions. For instance, following the 2016 shooting 
of several African migrants in Macerata, Italy, by a neo-Nazi, far-right politicians 
including incoming Deputy Prime Minister Matteo Salvini effectively endorsed the 
shooter’s anti-immigrant motivations. Salvini claimed that ‘the moral responsibility 
[for the attack] lies with those who have filled Italy with illegal immigrants’ (in Morosi, 
2018), shifting the blame away from the perpetrator and reinforcing anti-immigrant 
sentiment in the public sphere.

When political leaders frame extremist attacks in absolute terms – through state-
ments such as ‘you are either with us or you are with the terrorists’, ‘they hate our 
freedoms’, or ‘only the evil and the perverted’ (Bush, 2001; De Castella and McGarthy, 
2013: 87) – they close the space for deliberation, critical reflection, and dissent, and 
reinforce an antagonistic view of society through conflictual binaries of ‘us’ versus 
‘them’. Antagonistic narratives and simplistic explanations of extremist attacks are also 
used to justify the infringement on democratic rights and processes in calls for action. 
The need for increased security has been used to justify the sacrifice of individual free-
doms and human rights, or to grant leaders authority to act unilaterally and secretly, 
even when their actions may be constitutionally questionable or in violation of criminal 
law (Pallitto and Weaver, 2007). Responses that construct the victims of an attack as 
part of the problem, as in the above case of the Macerata shooting, similarly undermine 
the democratic qualities of a society by normalising violence and the further marginali-
sation of minoritised identities.

Exacerbating responses can severely undermine the deliberative quality of the public 
sphere, weakening its potential to function as a site for inclusive and reasoned debate. 
When leaders construct the society in rigid binary terms following extremist attacks, they 
stifle opportunities for communication across difference and nuanced collective inquiry. 
At the same time, these responses can deepen social divisions, particularly along cultural, 
religious or ethnic lines. This can lead to increased tension and hostility, further exacer-
bating the impact of an attack. The public sphere may become dominated by conflict, 
with different groups or individuals engaging in heated debates, accusations, confronta-
tions and even hate crimes (e.g. Sheridan and Gillett, 2005). Far from fostering demo-
cratic resilience, such responses further destabilise the public sphere, making it more 
vulnerable to fragmentation and extremism rather than strengthening its capacity for 
democratic engagement.
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Containing the Extremist Threat

Containing responses are characterised by political leaders’ efforts to condemn the 
extremist attacks while reaffirming civic norms and social cohesion. These responses 
reject divisiveness and avoid an overreliance on national security or law and order narra-
tives. Most common among such responses are efforts to reaffirm bonds of citizenship 
and humanity, to protect and even deepen the ties that violent extremist attacks sought to 
weaken. Norway’s Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg’s response to the 22 July attacks in 
2012 – where a far-right terrorist detonated a bomb in the government district of down-
town Oslo before a mass shooting on the island of Utøya targeting a youth camp of the 
social democratic Labour Party – exemplifies this kind of response. From the outset, 
Stoltenberg declared his unwavering support for Norwegian democracy and democratic 
values, pledging in response to the attacks to make Norway more rather than less demo-
cratic. As Stoltenberg stated:

[the attacker] managed to cause lots of sorrow and damage, and many people will live with the 
wounds, but he failed in his main project, which was to change Norway, to make Norway less 
open, less tolerant.  .  . we have become actually the opposite, and in that way our democratic 
society won (Mudde, 2016: 126).

Containing the extremist threat involves political leaders’ to acknowledge and share the 
anxieties of the public, while modelling ways in which they can be expressed without 
recourse to divisive language or policies (Richards, 2007). Most notably, such responses 
are characterised by push by political leaders for a ‘return to normal’. However, in the 
attempt to restore some sense of normalcy, political questions of identity or community 
are often overlooked, or pasted over with a simplified sense of national belonging. In 
other words, the containment strategy emphasises the return to ‘normal’ without question-
ing what normality entails.

By avoiding or overlooking difficult discussions around identity and belonging, a con-
taining response often externalises the threat of violence and extremism as something 
inherently alien to a democratic society. It presents violent extremism as having stemmed 
from individual perpetrators, minimising for example ideological motivations. The per-
petrator is reduced to someone who is isolated from, or does not conform to, the values of 
the community.

A notable example to this type of response is the reaction of political leaders to the 
2016 far-right killing of Jo Cox, a pro-Remain Labour MP in the United Kingdom. Cox 
was killed by a neo-Nazi a week out from the UK referendum to leave the EU. British 
political leaders framed the attack as the expression of an amorphous and unspecified 
‘hatred’ (PMO, 2016; UK Parliament, 2016, 2017), downplaying the political implica-
tions despite the clear link between the perpetrator’s far-right beliefs and the racist and 
anti-immigration discourses fuelled by the Brexit campaign. Instead, political leaders 
sought to depoliticise the attack, foreclosing the possibility of a serious engagement with 
questions of race and belonging in the UK. Similarly, Stoltenberg’s response to the 22 
July attacks in Norway has been criticised for depoliticising the events by framing them 
as an attack on Norwegian democracy in general, rather than specifically on Norwegian 
social democracy. This broad framing, while emphasising national unity, made it more 
difficult to address the root causes of the attack and to engage with conflicting interpreta-
tions in a deliberative manner (Solheim and Jupskås, 2021). Here too, as in other cases of 
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far-right violent extremism, the perpetrator is often framed as a ‘lone wolf’, isolating 
perpetrators from the broader political ideology and activism of the far-right (Volker, 
2023).

Containing responses frequently draw on what Hajer and Uitermark (2008) call emo-
tional re-routing in addressing an attack. Emotional re-routing aims to defuse debate on 
‘hot topics’ such as racism or immigration in an effort to restore both community and 
public authority (Hajer and Versteeg, 2009: 122). Political leaders express the emotions of 
the debate, but in a way that redirects and transforms them by tactically referring to unify-
ing symbols. This was the case for example in German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 
response to the Berlin Christmas Market attack in 2016, where a jihadist violent extremist 
deliberately drove a truck into crowds shopping at a seasonal market. Merkel sought to 
downplay the attack’s significance and connection to the so-called Syrian refugee crisis of 
2015–2016, given that the perpetrator was an asylum seeker. In doing so, Merkel adopted 
an intentional containing approach, seeking to prevent public anger and grief over the 
attack from transforming into widespread anti-refugee and anti-immigrant sentiments.

Such responses operate on the assumption that there is no need for debate over the 
attacks, instead presenting a simplified narrative of a nation united against violence. While 
this approach can reinforce inclusivity and unity in the face of extremist attempts to deepen 
divisions, it may also overlook underlying power imbalances and issues of exclusion. For 
example, in the wake of Jo Cox’s assassination political leaders often reiterated the now-
famous line from Cox’s maiden speech that ‘we are far more united and have far more in 
common than that which divides us’ (e.g. UK Parliament, 2016). Likewise, we can see this 
emphasis on unity following the 2020 Hanau shootings in Germany, when a far-right 
extremist opened fire at two shisha houses frequented by Kurdish migrants. Here again, 
German political leaders responded with a discourse of ‘united in grief’. In such instances, 
political leaders attempt to articulate narratives of national unity, where all despite their dif-
ferences can come together to condemn acts of violent extremism.

‘Bridging and wedging’ is another common discursive strategy adopted by leaders 
seeking to contain the damage caused by violent extremist attacks. It differs from the kind 
of antagonistic articulations of in- and out-groups identified above by attempting ‘to 
show precisely where the differentiation (“wedge”) lies between “friend” and “enemy”, 
while also trying to reach out to the “good” elements (“bridging”)’ (Hajer and Uitermark, 
2008: 15). For example, following the 2002 Bali bombings in Indonesia that killed 202 
people, including 88 Australians, Australian Prime Minister John Howard attempted to 
wedge between ‘good’ Muslims, those ‘of good Islamic faith [who] will abhor what hap-
pened in Bali’, and ‘bad’ Muslims, the ‘evil’ and ‘savage’ terrorists responsible for the 
attack (Parliament of Australia, 2002: 7499). Howard simultaneously sought to bridge 
between the wider Australian community and those ‘good’ Muslims who will find the 
attack ‘as despicable to the tenets of their faith as Christians, Jews and many others will 
find it’ (Parliament of Australia, 2002: 7499, 2003).

In such cases, what we observe is a push for consensus in the public sphere to facilitate 
a return to normalcy. Political leaders offer a simplistic idea of belonging, which, centred 
as it is on national identity, still carries exclusionary and assimilationist undertones. That 
is, where the public is unified on the basis of citizenship and shared (national) values, 
minoritised identities are included in the ‘us’ provided they conform to the majoritarian 
position: that they perform the role, for example, of the ‘good Muslim’ (Mamdani, 2002). 
This sidelines critical discussion of both public and political institutions, and difficult 
questions around issues such as racism and White supremacy in a democratic society. In 
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the Jo Cox case, for example, rather than engaging with the potential influence on the 
attack of the polarisation stirred by the Brexit debate and anti-immigrant narratives 
pushed by sections of the Leave campaign, political leaders instead offer a general com-
mitment to protect liberal democracy, to:

honour Jo’s memory by proving that the democracy and freedoms that Jo stood for are indeed 
unbreakable, by continuing to stand up for our constituents, and by uniting against the hatred 
that killed her (UK Parliament, 2016).

In contrast to exacerbating responses, which lead to a divided public sphere along the 
lines of ‘us’ versus ‘them’, the public sphere shaped by containing responses is character-
ised by efforts to build consensus in reaction to the attack. Political leaders emphasise 
shared values and divert attention away from conflictual frames. Such responses, often 
framed around mourning, unity, or a desire to ‘return to normal’, can have a depoliticising 
effect. They may suppress political critique, reinforce simplistic notions of identity and 
overlook ongoing political struggles or deeper structural issues, such as racism, that may 
be linked to the attack. Containing responses can still produce democratic dividends. 
Indeed, 10 years on, survey research found the majority of Norwegian’s demonstrate high 
levels of consensus about the 22 July attacks, including that ‘our society’s core values 
became stronger because of the attack’ (Solheim and Jupskås, 2021: 122). While such 
responses may help contain the effects of a violent extremist attack by limiting the space 
for extremist voices in the public sphere, reinforcing social bonds and promoting liberal 
values like tolerance, they can also constrain essential democratic norms and practices. 
By discouraging nuanced debate across differences, these responses risk narrowing the 
space for critical reflection and deliberation, which are vital for a healthy democratic 
public sphere.

Counteracting the Extremist Threat

The third category of leaders’ responses to violent extremist attacks involves affirming 
social bonds and civic values while maintaining a meaningfully inclusive and reflective 
public sphere. Here, leaders seek to repair the public sphere by deepening its deliberative 
capacities, opening spaces for critical discussion, encouraging talking and listening across 
difference, and promoting collective learning to address underlying issues and prevent 
future harm. We label this response counteracting.

In a counteracting response, political leaders firmly disavow the attack and reaffirm 
the community. Like the containment approach, leaders attempt to insulate the public 
sphere from further harms by, for example, avoiding divisive language or conflict-ori-
ented framing and instead centre the voices and needs of those most affected or made 
most vulnerable by the attacks. But rather than the emphasis on consensus making char-
acteristic of the containment approach, the counteracting response is distinguished by its 
sustained attention to difference. Such a response not only demonstrates a sensitivity to 
the kinds of tensions violent extremist attacks seek to exacerbate, such as the exclusion of 
minoritised identities, but also acknowledges that such attacks are experienced differently 
among the public. The response of Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern to the 15 March 2019, 
mosque attacks in Aotearoa New Zealand, carried out by an Australian White suprema-
cist, presents a fitting example of this. Ardern’s response centred on those targeted in the 
attack and sought to foster ‘feelings of solidarity’ and ‘encouraging an ethic of care 
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towards vulnerable others’ (Fitzpatrick, 2023b: 3679). In her initial statement, Ardern 
(2019a) maintained that:

What happened in Christchurch is an extraordinary and unprecedented act of violence. It has no 
place in New Zealand. Many of those affected will be members of our migrant communities – 
New Zealand is their home – they are us.

Ardern swiftly labelled the attack as terrorism and deliberately refused to name the per-
petrator, ensuring the focus remained on the victims and those most affected. This set an 
example followed by major news media, who established a protocol for responsible 
reporting during the perpetrator’s trial, which focused on survivors’ stories and limited 
where possible coverage of statements, imagery, or symbols, that promote or support 
White supremacist ideology (Stuff Media, 2019).

Importantly, Ardern affirmed the community in ways that still acknowledged and 
attended to the way internal differences mean different vulnerabilities, struggles and 
impacts in relation to how extremist events are experienced across the community. In the 
immediate aftermath, some leaders’ erased these differences by framing the attack as an 
assault on ‘all of Christchurch’ (Peters, 2019) or ‘all New Zealanders’ (Bridges, 2019), or 
by denying that Islamophobia pre-dated the attacks (e.g. Redmore, 2019; Taonui, 2019). 
And indeed, some aspects of Ardern’s own responses, such as her influential phrase hours 
after the attacks that ‘They are us’ and the non-Muslim nature of initial commemorative 
events, were criticised by some for doing the same (Nagesh, 2019; Rahman, 2020). Yet, 
Ardern’s language was distinguished by its attention to difference even in gestures of soli-
darity, exemplified in her initial address to victims’ families: the nation ‘cannot know your 
grief, but we can walk with you at every stage’ (Ardern, 2019b; see also Fitzpatrick, 2023a; 
Miller and Beausoleil, 2023). Ardern’s (2021) Ko Tātou, Tātou (We Are One) speech at the 
national vigil 2 weeks following the attack focused on the victims, their families and sur-
vivors, recognising the uneven effects of the attack and the need of all citizens to take 
responsibility for the harms of hate speech: ‘To our Muslim community, that means using 
our voices and words to acknowledge the loss that was yours’.1 This response affirms the 
responsibility of the broader public to be part of a wider social transformation necessary to 
deepen the democratic qualities of society in the aftermath of an attack, opening possibili-
ties for listening, learning and change across difference while making space for the expres-
sion of these differences normally excluded from mainstream political institutions.

Another key hallmark of Ardern’s response was signalling a willingness to listen and 
learn from the attack and those most affected by it, acknowledging the need for ongoing 
work: ‘we should not adopt complacency and say that changed us and therefore we move 
on’ (in Matthews, 2019). Ardern also demonstrated a commitment to deeper reflection by 
announcing the Royal Commission of Inquiry ten days after the attacks (Royal 
Commission, 2020). An 18-month process, the Royal Commission, enabled institutional 
listening to those communities most impacted by White supremacy, while also investigat-
ing its underlying causes and identifying potential preventive measures. The Report on 
this process was also envisioned as a means to encourage reflection in the public sphere 
more broadly. In Ardern’s words:

We accept political engagement on these issues will not be easy. But facing up to the hard issues 
and having open public conversations are critical.  .  .. There is impetus for debate around the 
kind of country New Zealand aspires to be (Ardern, 2019b).
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The Royal Commission’s report demonstrated reflection on a wider context of contribut-
ing causes, including inadequacies of hate speech laws and social media regulation – 
making direct links between everyday speech and community-building, and extremist 
events. At the 1-year anniversary of the attacks, Ardern stressed to the public the impor-
tance of remaining committed to taking action to realise the vision of an inclusive, just 
Aotearoa:

A year on I believe New Zealand and its people have fundamentally changed. I can’t see how 
you could have an event like this and not. But the challenge for us will be ensuring that in our 
everyday actions, in every opportunity where we see bullying, harassment, racism, discrimination, 
calling it out as a nation. This is when we’ll show that we each individually have a role to play 
in making sure New Zealand has fundamentally changed for the better. And that is what we must 
do every day. That could be the legacy of those who were killed (Lewis, 2020).

Counteracting responses seek to enhance the deliberative quality of the public sphere by 
fostering open, reflective engagement with the complexities of extremist attacks. Rather 
than resorting to binary framings or depoliticisation, these responses create space for 
critical reflection on both the immediate consequences of an attack and the broader soci-
etal conditions that may have contributed to it. Political leaders adopting this approach 
demonstrate a willingness to reassess and, if necessary, reform policies, practices, or atti-
tudes that might have played a role in enabling extremism. They engage in self-examina-
tion, remain open to dialogue and actively incorporate insights – particularly from 
marginalised groups most affected by the attack. Here, the public sphere is characterised 
by a balance between unity and diversity, where solidarity is encouraged through inclu-
sive dialogue. Rather than allowing extremist violence to deepen divisions, these 
responses encourage collective inquiry and democratic renewal in the public sphere.

The three responses discussed in this section – exacerbating, containing, counteracting 
– are not mutually exclusive. In practice, the public sphere that emerges in the aftermath 
of violent extremist attacks may reflect elements of all three. Its dominant characteristics 
will be shaped by a range of factors, including the response of political leaders, the 
dynamics of affected communities, and broader societal trends. Sometimes leaders’ 
responses can evolve from containing to counteracting, often influenced by sustained 
pressure from civil society. The response to the 2019 far-right attacks in Hanau, Germany 
over time illustrates this shift over time. Here, we observe an increase in attention to dif-
ference in Merkel’s response, for example, in her speech at the 1-year commemoration of 
the attacks. Compared with her initial responses that described racism as an abstraction 
like ‘poison’, here she honoured the nine victims of the attacks, naming them all and 
acknowledging their positionalities, and mentioned examples of racism as a broader 
social phenomenon in Germany.2 However, leaders’ responses can also revert. In 2024, 
the conservative coalition government of Christopher Luxon decided to abandon the eight 
remaining recommendations from the Christchurch Royal Commission and pulled fund-
ing from the country’s flagship research centre on violent extremism. The decision marks 
a dramatic shift from Ardern’s commitment to agree in principle to all 44 of the Report’s 
recommendations, and a break with Ardern’s emphasis on the need for critical reflection 
and her attentiveness to difference – though one that had begun during the government of 
her successor Chris Hipkins. As this suggests, the democratic resilience of the public 
sphere is not a fixed quality, but requires sustained work from key public sphere actors 
like political leaders.
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Two Approaches to Democratic Resilience

The ways in which political leaders respond to extremist attacks not only shape the dynam-
ics of the public sphere but also have lasting consequences for democratic resilience. In 
this context, it is possible to distinguish between two approaches to democratic resilience. 
In the first, leaders’ responses focus on defending and maintaining the status quo in 
response to the threat, where democratic resilience means ‘bouncing back’ to normalcy. In 
contrast, the second approach enacts democratic resilience as ‘bouncing forward’, a more 
transformative response where leaders actively seek to deepen the democratic qualities of 
the public sphere – and society more broadly – in response to extremist attacks.

We observe in the containing responses the minimalist ‘bouncing back’ form of demo-
cratic resilience, which prioritises the preservation of the liberal democratic status quo 
and a quick return to a pre-attack equilibrium in the public sphere. Here leaders seek to 
avoid deeper problems rather than increase capacities of the public sphere. It is crucial 
that a society acknowledges loss and collectively mourns; expressions of care and affir-
mations of social bonds are likewise vital in recovering from extremist violence and pre-
venting the divisions it can sow. Here, democratic resilience is based on a minimum 
standard, where the aim is to absorb the shock without further damage to (liberal) democ-
racy and return to a ‘normal’ within the shortest possible time. Angela Merkel’s restrained 
response to the 2016 Berlin Christmas Market attack can be seen as an example of this 
kind of containment approach. The attack occurred in an already polarised public sphere, 
shaped by the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ for which Merkel had been widely blamed. While 
critics condemned her limited public engagement following the attack (Koschut, 2019), 
her restraint can also be interpreted as an effort to restore democratic resilience, by seek-
ing to avoid inflaming tensions or deepening societal divisions through reactive and emo-
tionally charged debate on the topic of immigration in the immediate aftermath. This may 
be the most feasible path, and in some instances, such as in the context of an already 
highly polarised public sphere, is indeed desirable – particularly in contrast to an exacer-
bating response. Yet, if this is the sum political response, it limits the prospects for deep-
ening the democratic qualities of the public sphere and its resilience.

In contrast, ‘bouncing forward’ is aligned with the counteracting responses of leaders, 
and rejects the existence of a single, stable equilibrium. Such responses present the pos-
sibility of the public sphere to move beyond its pre-attack state. They often involve a 
dynamic process requiring adaptation, but also reinvention. As such, counteracting repre-
sents a more desirable approach to democratic resilience from a deliberative perspective, 
as it attempts to deepen the democratic qualities of the public sphere. In this view, the 
public sphere becomes resilient not in spite of adversities, but because of them, through 
processes of critical reflection and learning, deepening its ability to remain committed to 
deliberation across difference. Unlike other responses to violent extremism, a counteract-
ing response contends with and supports engagement across the diversity of the polity in 
asking core and complex political questions in light of extremist violence.

The ‘bouncing forward’ approach emphasises the dynamic nature of democratic sys-
tems, where resilience is not just about bouncing back from challenges, but also about the 
ability of democratic institutions and practices to adapt and evolve in response to internal 
and external pressures. In this view, resilience involves continuous learning, adjustment 
and innovation to effectively address emerging threats and changing societal needs while 
upholding democratic principles. It recognises that the resilience of democracy lies in its 
capacity to flexibly adjust structures, processes and norms to remain responsive, inclusive 



Ercan et al.	 13

and effective in diverse and evolving contexts. Though we only identify a single case of 
a counteracting response, in Ardern’s response to the far-right Christchurch Mosque 
shootings, there is no reason why political leaders could not respond to other acts of vio-
lent extremism, nor other forms of violent extremism, in a manner that encourages a 
transformative kind of democratic resilience.

Conclusion

Violent extremist attacks can change society for the worse, for instance, by leading to the 
marginalisation of particular communities or perspectives and increasing divisions and 
tensions. However, they also have the potential to provoke responses from political lead-
ers that may deepen democratic commitments and enhance the democratic resilience of 
the public sphere understood in deliberative terms. To do so, leaders must proactively 
challenge the divisions and ruptures violent extremists create, but in ways that still pre-
serve the integral democratic capacities of public dialogue as a site for communication 
that is meaningfully inclusive and critically reflective of diverse views.

How leaders respond, in modelling consideration of difference, affirming solidarities 
and being reflective, can in turn encourage these in the wider public sphere. Their speeches 
and actions have power in shaping emergent discourse both in the immediate aftermath 
and later periods of meaning-making and recovery after a violent extremist attack.

Our analysis shows that political leaders can reinforce the divisive or reductive terms 
of discussion evoked by violent extremist acts as seen in responses that exacerbate the 
harms violent extremism poses to the public sphere, or they can proactively resist and 
alter such terms, to facilitate either a ‘bouncing back’ to status quo or a more transforma-
tive ‘bouncing forward’ that deepens the democratic characteristics of the public sphere. 
Democratic resilience as ‘bouncing back’ manifests in the containment responses focused 
on restoring, and even strengthening, the liberal democratic status quo. By comparison, 
democratic resilience as ‘bouncing forward’ requires a counteracting response, where 
political leaders encourage the public sphere to serve as a site for critical reflection, com-
munication across difference, and learning.

Importantly, the three different ways of responding to a violent extremist attack dis-
cussed in this article may not emerge immediately or consistently across time and society. 
The presence of any one of these logics may occur in fits and starts, and unevenly across 
a polity, even in the presence of opposing responses from other public sphere actors. 
Some cases will also likely feature periods without particular features of a given response 
being dominant, such as with pre-reflective grieving or decisive action. Earlier phases 
that fail to reflect such counteracting mechanisms can also be what provokes them. For 
example, claims that deny internal differences or issues in the polity, such as some NZ 
leaders and media describing the attack as the ‘end of innocence’, can spark later contes-
tations and diversification of public dialogue as marginalised or most affected groups 
challenge such assertations.

Finally, we caution that while critical reflection is necessary for meaningful delibera-
tion across difference, the time and extent to which this is practical will vary in relation 
to the context of an attack. In the immediate aftermath, efforts to affirm public safety and 
hold space for mourning will likely take priority. Likewise, in highly contentious con-
texts, such as with Jo Cox and Brexit or the Berlin Christmas Market attack and the so-
called ‘refugee crisis’, moving to a period of critical reflection too quickly could risk 
further polarising the public sphere and therefore exacerbate harms through measures 
which in other settings would help to counteract it.
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Nevertheless, our analysis illustrates that given the influence political leaders have 
on public discourse, their responses to violent extremist attacks can have important 
consequences for democracy. Specifically, the degree to which leaders express and 
encourage core democratic norms affects whether they exacerbate, contain or coun-
teract the threats to the public sphere as it processes and responds to extremist vio-
lence. In developing a novel understanding of democratic resilience and identifying 
how these two kinds of democratic resilience processes play out in response to a 
range of violent extremist attacks, we contribute to existing research on violent 
extremism, crisis governance and leadership, as well as to the scholarship on delib-
erative democracy, by directing our attention to an often-overlooked target of violent 
extremist attacks, the public sphere. To enhance democratic resilience, leaders must 
proactively challenge the divisions and ruptures violent extremists create, but in ways 
that still preserve the integral democratic capacities of public dialogue as a site for 
communication that is meaningfully inclusive and critically reflective of diverse 
views.
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