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Jean-Yves Camus

Jean-Yves Camus on the Far Right in France
Originally published September 25, 2020

Jean-Yves, you have been following the political situation in France very closely for 
several decades. How do you see the evolution of the National Rally? Is the ‘normalization’ 
process successful, especially in capturing Les Républicains’ electorate and narrative? 
What do you think of the ‘schism’ between Marine Le Pen being more mainstream and 
Marion Maréchal speaking to a more radical audience?

The National Rally chronologically succeeded the National Front (NF) in 2018 after Marine Le Pen lost 
the presidential election to Emmanuel Macron and thought that it was necessary to signal, especially 
to conservative voters, that she wanted to move further away from the NF ideologically, as it used to be 
under the chairmanship of Jean-Marie Le Pen between 1972 and 2011.

Her basic idea was that her father had ruined all hopes of coming to power with his many, and almost 
obsessive statements, about the Nazi gas chambers being a mere “detail in the history of the Second 
World War” (1987) and the alleged power of the “Jewish International” (1989). Le Pen had also supported 
the idea that “Races are not [all] equal” (1996). It was Le Pen’s anti-Jewish ramblings, however, which 
convinced the conservative right that any alliance with him was morally unacceptable. Marine Le Pen’s 
“normalization” process began with her decision to forbid party members from simultaneously belonging 
to any extreme movement. She continued by stripping her father from his honorary chairmanship of the 
party. The message was clear: 

Marine Le Pen wanted to prove that the new National Rally (NR) had 
nothing to do with the traditional far right, namely, that it was an “anti-
system” but nevertheless democratic party.

How has she intended to capture Les Républicains (LR)’ voters? By telling them that they have been 
betrayed by conservative leaders since the 1980s in the sense that during electoral campaigns, 
presidential hopefuls always make promises through law-and-order policies, putting a halt to illegal 
immigration, and taking care of hard-working common folks. When they are elected, however, they 
pursue a liberal agenda. In her speech to the party’s Summer University (September 6, 2020), Le Pen 
asked the French to “wake up,” to rebel against both Macron and Les Républicains.
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Cas Mudde on Threats to Democracy and the Far Right in 
the United States
Originally published November 11, 2020

Cas, our program uses the term of illiberalism. It defines it as a strain of political culture 
that, over the past two decades, has emerged in response to liberalism as experienced by 
various countries and has accused liberalism of having gone “too far.” How do you assess 
the heuristic value of that term compared to the notions of (national) populism that are 
more often used? Do you think it captures some important elements for the study of the 
far right in 21st century?

The term “illiberalism” is less known than terms like “populism” or even “national populism.” It is also 
much broader, particularly when not combined with democracy, i.e., “illiberal democracy,” which is more 
specific.

Illiberalism does include populism, and the far right, but it also includes, 
possibly, Christian democracy, conservatism, and socialism, including 
social democracy, which are all, in one way or another, fundamentally 
illiberal.

Illiberalism is also more ideological, and perhaps even philosophical, than “illiberal democracy,” which 
is more practical and systematic. That being said, some colleagues (like Jan-Werner Mueller) don’t like 
the term “illiberal democracy,” as they argue that democracy is either liberal or not a democracy. That 
debate is prevented by the term illiberalism.

You have been complementing your research on Western Europe by looking at the US 
and at Israel. Could you tell us about what you see as the main shared features of the far 
right and the differences in context between Europe (itself very diverse), US, and Israel?

Israel has always been much more similar to (Western) Europe than the US, because of its highly 
fragmentized, multiparty system. At least since the early 1980s, far-right parties have been successful; 
even if they were electorally small- to medium-sized, they often worked with the mainstream (right 
and, sometimes, left) in broad coalition governments. Of course, there were important differences: anti-
immigration was a marginal issue, religion, and irredentism played a bigger role than in Western Europe. 
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David Lewis

David Lewis on Carl Schmitt and Russian Conservatism
Originally published November 16, 2020

David, you just published Russia’s New Authoritarianism. Putin and the Politics of Order. 
You explain that the Russian regime has been articulating a “chaos versus order” 
narrative as one of its key legitimacy tools. Can you develop that point for our readers?

I always found the simple binary of democracy vs authoritarianism too simplistic a frame to understand 
Russia’s complex post-Soviet development. There is this dominant Western narrative that tells a partial 
truth, in which a struggling democracy that emerged under Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin 
reverted to authoritarianism after the coming to power of ex-KGB officer Vladimir Putin. But for many 
conservative Russian thinkers, the Western narrative of failed democratisation makes little sense—and 
misses a completely different conceptual binary, that between ‘chaos’ and ‘order’. 

For many conservative Russian thinkers, the Western narrative of failed 
democratisation makes little sense—and misses a completely different 
conceptual binary, that between ‘chaos’ and ‘order’. 

In this view, the period from 1985-2000 was not, as liberals would argue, one of liberation from Soviet 
rule and democratisation. Instead, conservatives describe it as yet another ‘Time of Troubles’—one of 
the periods of disorder and state collapse that have punctuated Russian history since the end of the 
16th century. In this cyclical view of Russian history, Putinism is understood as a necessary period of 
political order and consolidation of centralised power, critical to ensuring Russia’s continued existence 
as a viable state. 

This cyclical theory of history, between periods of chaos and periods of centralised power, has a long 
tradition in Russian historiography. But the chaos-order binary also fits with a long-standing strand of 
European conservative thought that views political order as fundamentally threatened by liberalism. 
Illiberal conservatives argued that political pluralism—the existence of multiple interests and centres of 
influence represented in institutions and civil society—fatally undermined the state and political order. 

But the chaos-order binary also fits with a long-standing strand 
of European conservative thought that views political order as 
fundamentally threatened by liberalism.

https://edinburghuniversitypress.com/book-russia-s-new-authoritarianism.html
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Noah Tucker on Jihadist Ideology and European Populism
Originally published December 3, 2020

Noah, you have been following jihadism for several years, trying to disentangle the 
personal trajectory of jihadists and our ideological (mis)reading of the reasons for 
their engagement. Could you tell us more about how you interpret the factors that push 
individuals to join jihadism?

I think the way I have come to approach trying to understand these factors mirror, and is informed 
by, the same progression that has happened in the whole field. The 9/11 attacks were such a pivotal 
moment in both sort of forming the field as it is now, and the academic generation that I belong to in 
terms of funding, opportunities and emphasis. Much of the work that came in response to that attack 
was at its root, driven by trying to understand the motivations of individuals for joining a group like al 
Qaeda and their allies, which included the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and later the Islamic Jihad 
Union in Central Asia. I’m speaking as an American, of course, but I think as other places experienced 
similar traumatic AQ-affiliate attacks in the years that followed. Whether London or Madrid, or smaller 
scale attacks like the Tashkent bombings in 2003 and 2004, they sparked the same kind of reactions.

I think the first impulse was to try to understand that at the individual level. There was so much time, 
energy and funding put into the question of “who becomes a terrorist?”—with the understanding that 
it was about individuals and ideology. If ideology really  is  the fundamental driving factor, and that 
ideology only seems to appeal to or capture certain people, the question is, “who are those people?” The 
tactic of suicide attacks also led us to assume at first, that there was something deeply individual about 
the problem and also something fundamentally different about contemporary jihadism. Although the 
research has evolved, I’ve been in so many briefings with government officials, even in recent years, in 
which the only real takeaway they want is some kind of “profile of a terrorist,” so that we know which 
buttons to push and which levers to pull to influence individual behavior. 

Earlier in my own research, I tried to begin with that individual-level focus on the recruiting process. 
I watched it happen online, I read and watched all kinds of ideological material, I spent time in the 
groups where recruiting was happening and for some projects, I even experienced recruiters trying to 
attract me. One of the things I found in this process was that the ideology that, we assumed, was this 
key causal factor seemed almost incidental to the process of recruitment. This is one of the reasons 
why I’ve come to feel uncomfortable with the “pathways to radicalization” model in general, because 
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Colin Dueck on Trump’s Foreign Policy
Originally published December 14, 2020

Colin, your new book,  Age of Iron: On Conservative Nationalism, defines conservative 
nationalism as one of the central features of the Republican Party’s culture over decades. 
Could you briefly summarize for our readers your analysis of this trend in U.S. political 
culture?

The way I trace it is really back to the American founding. You have at the founding a foreign policy 
tradition which emphasizes national sovereignty and freedom of action of the United States as an 
independent country. Both Washington and Jefferson phrase that in different ways. Jefferson calls it 
“no entangling alliances”—this idea that the US will retain a sort of freedom of action internationally, 
Washington referred to it in his farewell address as well. That actually was the mainstream American 
foreign policy tradition throughout the 19th century and then well into the 20th century. It is a nationalist 
tradition, but it is a distinctly American tradition. I would say it is conservative in the sense that it was 
meant to literally conserve the American experiment—the American regime, system of government, as 
well as American independence internationally.

This American conservatism is tied up with a civic form of nationalism, which emphasizes rule of law, 
constitutionalism, limited government, opportunity, individual liberty, and so on. That is a bipartisan 
tradition throughout much of the 19th century. It is really challenged most aggressively by Woodrow 
Wilson during World War One when he offers a different foreign policy paradigm. That is what today we 
call the liberal internationalist tradition as opposed to the conservative nationalist one.

Wilson was revolutionary because he suggested that the United States needed to make multilateral, 
enduring, permanent, and binding commitments worldwide; a collective security system globally and 
universally. Of course, the U.S. Senate rejected his proposal in the short term by recusing the Treaty of 
Versailles and the League of Nations. But in the end, Wilsonism in the 1940s is vindicated in a more 
pragmatic form by presidents like Franklin D. Roosevelt and Harry Truman. That then becomes the 
mainstream tradition in U.S. foreign policy for generations.

I think one of the things that made Trump so unusual and shocking for a lot of people is that, whether 
intentionally or unintentionally, he refers back to an older tradition prior to the 1940s. In other words, 
he questioned that entire Wilsonian-liberal-internationalist framework. He never said exactly what he 

https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780190079369.001.0001/oso-9780190079369
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Václav Štětka and Sabina Mihelj on Illiberal Attitudes and 
Media in Central Europe
Originally published December 20, 2020

Václav and Sabina, you run a research project called The Illiberal Turn. As our program is 
called the Illiberalism Studies Program, I first would like your assessment of the term—
adjective and noun—“illiberal/illiberalism.” In your view, why does this term allow us 
to capture the current political and societal trends we are studying better than other 
terms; for instance, “populism,” “national-populism,” “far right,” etc.?

All these terms are relevant and useful for the analysis of the contemporary political landscape in many 
countries around the world, but they provide only partial answers to the question of what is going on 
with democracy today, and especially with regard to Central and Eastern Europe, the region that we 
are focusing on in our project. Several of these countries have recently been going through a process of 
significant democratic backsliding, gradually dismantling the very foundations of liberal democracy as 
it has been established there following the 1989 transition. 

When speaking of “illiberal trends,” many scholars point to the systematic assault on the system of 
checks and balances, decreasing independence of key democratic institutions—including the media—
or the removal of protections for minorities, and this is exactly what we have been seeing nowadays in 
countries such as Hungary and Poland. As Yasha Mounk says, it ends with “democracy without rights”—
[democracy] stripped of liberal institutions that protect individual and minority rights. In other words, 
illiberalism is not just an equivalent of populism, although it often shares its rhetoric; it is an umbrella 
term that refers to the attempts to decouple democracy from constitutional liberalism, as well as to 
the exclusionary political programs promoting social conservativism and ethno-nationalism, and aimed 
against minorities and civil liberties. 

[Illiberalism] is an umbrella term that refers to the attempts to 
decouple democracy from constitutional liberalism, as well as to the 
exclusionary political programs promoting social conservativism and 
ethno-nationalism, and aimed against minorities and civil liberties.

However, in our project, we don’t focus primarily on the political actors; instead, we turn to media 
audiences across four Central and Eastern European countries (Poland, Czech Republic, Hungary, and 

https://www.illiberal-turn.eu/news/
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Samy Cohen on Israel’s Illiberal Governance
Originally published January 4, 2021

Samy, would you qualify Israel as an “illiberal democracy,” i.e., as a country that has 
functional democratic institutions but where public opinion is shifting toward illiberal 
values? 

Israel is a hybrid democracy, one that combines elements of liberalism and of illiberalism. I will call it 
“semi-liberal.” From the beginnings, the founding fathers established a democracy quite remote from the 
liberal model. The Declaration of Independence, which promised equality for all, was betrayed. Around 
20 percent of the population does not enjoy political rights equal to those of the Jewish majority. All the 
key positions of state are held by Jews. Certainly, the liberties of citizens are preserved, but not all are 
equal in terms of rights, or the Jews are more equal than the Arabs. 

Israel is a hybrid democracy, one that combines elements of liberalism 
and of illiberalism. I will call it “semi-liberal.” From the beginnings, the 
founding fathers established a democracy quite remote from the liberal 
model.

Israel’s distance from the liberal model is clear with regard to the status of clergymen. The ultra-
orthodox, a small intolerant fraction, have been granted the power to impose the supremacy of 
the Halakha (Jewish law) in a number of domains of everyday life. This situation is utterly foreign to 
liberal democracies. Israel is thus the only state among Western democracies that does not allow civil 
marriages and divorces. The state claims to be “Jewish and democratic,” two terms that, despite what is 
said, are difficult to reconcile. This cocktail is a source of permanent tension. 

In contrast with countries like France, Great Britain, or the United States, the system of checks and 
balances in Israel is rudimentary. The democratic culture is not well entrenched. Israel is still the 
only democracy in the world that, for more than half a century, has submitted another people to its 
domination. That is, it exercises supreme control over more than two and a half million Palestinians in 
the West Bank—without counting the one million eight hundred thousand from the Gaza Strip under 
blockade—depriving them not only of their political rights, but also of their individual freedoms and of 
any prospect of a future. And the Supreme Court has not done much to defend the rights of the weakest. 
It has not stood in the way of the occupation or of colonization. Whereas all the major colonial powers 
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Jérôme Jamin on American Illiberal Democracy
Originally published February 4, 2021

Jérôme, you worked for a long time on the populist tradition in the United States. Can you 
tell us its main defining characteristics on the Republican spectrum?

There is a deeply rooted populist tradition in the United States that appeared very early compared to its 
European counterpart. In many ways, populism can even be linked to the Founding Fathers’ debates on 
the future shape of the federal state at the end of the eighteenth century. Populism—and I will come back 
to this point—is not only a glorification of the people with a good dose of demagogy; it is also and above 
all a rejection of the elites, who are understood not in the noble sense suggested by the sociological 
category (i.e., the most qualified individuals, who govern and exercise influence), but as a “clique of 
impostors and usurpers” who have appropriated wealth and put themselves in positions of power. The 
Founding Fathers’ debates on the role, place, and prerogatives of the future federal government already 
heralded the emergence of a political discourse on behalf of the people against the federal government 
elite—a discourse that we continue to see today.

The Founding Fathers’ debates on the role, place, and prerogatives of the 
future federal government already heralded the emergence of a political 
discourse on behalf of the people against the federal government elite—a 
discourse that we continue to see today.

There is no reliable consensus on the meaning of populism, but without going into detail, I would 
suggest two possible readings. The first sees populism as a “thin” ideology that can be found mostly but 
not exclusively on the right, with often inconsistent doctrinal content. The second sees populism as a 
simple rhetoric—a way of speaking and of producing language effects—that is grafted onto ideologies. 
In this latter case, it consists of a binary rhetoric that opposes a people to an elite and mobilizes different 
ideological contents that vary with the leader, period, and crisis. 

I follow this latter view because it allows us to understand why people who are so ideologically different 
(Jesse Jackson and Donald Trump, for example, as discussed below) can nonetheless both be categorized 
as populist without falling into any contradiction. By contrast, if we study populism as an ideology in 
its own right, we are quickly led to classify very different people and ideas under the same term, thus 
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Christophe Jaffrelot on India’s Growing National-Populism
Originally published February 8. 2021

Christophe, you have been studying nationalism in India for decades. How would you 
articulate the broad context of the rise of Hindu nationalism and tensions with Muslim 
minorities, on the one hand, and the rise of populist parties such as the BJP, on the other? 

The two things go together. This is why I use the term  national-populism when analyzing Narendra 
Modi’s regime. The “national-populism” formula was coined by Gino Germani in the 1970s to describe 
a version of populism where the part that claims to be the whole is comprised solely of the sons of the 
soil. Like any populist leader, Modi relates directly, emotionally, to “his” people, but while he claims 
to represent 1.3 billion Indians, he is in fact the spokesperson of an ideology—Hindu nationalism—
that considers that the majority community epitomizes the Indian nation. Muslims and Christians may 
practice their religion privately, but in the public sphere they have to pay allegiance to Hindu symbols of 
identity, including Lord Rama, a Hindu god that is projected as the country’s tutelary figure. If populism 
is not an ideology but a style of politics, national-populism certainly is one. 

This “ism” injects ideology into the populist repertoire and vice versa, populism packages—in terms 
of political communication—Hindu nationalism, an ideology that used to be elitist—and therefore 
marginal. In India, the populist leader mobilizes the Hindu majority not only against minorities, but also 
against those who support them from abroad (including Pakistan) and those who allegedly support them 
domestically, including Congress, which is presented as anti-national because of its “pseudo” (allegedly 
pro-Muslim and Christian) secularism as well as its elitist image. Whereas Nehru and the Gandhis are 
depicted as a political dynasty, the embodiment of the establishment, Modi seeks to present himself 
as a new man coming from the plebs. While BJP used to be associated with upper castes and Congress 
with the bottom of the pyramid, there is a certain reversal of roles at work today. Modi’s populist 
repertoire relies on the usual manipulation of the usual emotions: fear and anger. In order to polarize 
society along religious lines, Hindus “have to” feel vulnerable vis-à-vis Muslims and Pakistan; in order 
to angrily reject Congress, they have to “understand” that this party has compromised the country’s 
security by protecting Muslims and being complacent about Pakistan. Thanks to friendly TV channels 
and social media, the Hindu nationalist forces have saturated the public sphere using the various kinds 
of disinformation techniques that are typical of modern populism.
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Alexandra Yatsyk and Andrey Makarychev on Illiberal 
Biopolitics
Originally published February 18, 2021

Alexandra and Andrey, you have both been working for several years on the concept of 
biopolitics as applied to Central and Eastern Europe, including Russia. Can we talk about 
the rise of an illiberal biopolitics? And is there a liberal biopolitics, or are the terms 
antinomic?

The idea of biopolitics is largely known for its Foucauldian iteration of the late 1970s, which explained how 
European disciplinary institutions were gradually replacing their repertoire of direct coercive methods 
of control with more nuanced and “soft” tools of surveillance. On the one hand, this transformation 
indeed implied some degree of liberalization. On the other hand, the exponential transfiguration of 
techniques of governance and population management into a panopticon does not sounds very liberal: 
the omnipresent state is increasingly capable of monitoring all spheres of life. Practices of biopower 
often merge with the state apparatus, since the sovereign power appropriates biopolitical instruments 
and even makes them central to their governance toolkits. In this case, the liberal/illiberal frame of 
analysis becomes quite relevant.

Generally speaking, the pivotal liberal/illiberal biopolitical divide corresponds to the distinction between 
individual and collective bodies. Foucault approached population mostly through a technical (numerical 
or statistical) lens and paid much less attention to individual bodies. We tend to think that liberalism is a 
more pertinent reference point for anatomo-politics, a concept that implies and leaves substantial room 
for the values of the individual body, as opposed to collective corporeality, which is always punitive 
and oppressive. Anatomo-politics may take different forms of resistance and contestation. Some actors 
reinterpret Giorgio Agamben’s idea of bare life in a positive sense, making individual—and often literally 
naked—bodies into loci of radical disagreement and protest (Piotr Pavlensky, Pussy Riot and Katrin 
Nenasheva in Russia or FEMEN in Ukraine serve as good examples of this). Within this cultural frame, 
the body in all its nakedness symbolizes freedom and challenges the biopower operated or hijacked by 
the state. 

The pivotal liberal/illiberal biopolitical divide corresponds to the 
distinction between individual and collective bodies.
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Filippo Costa Buranelli 

Filippo Costa Buranelli on Illiberal Solidarism and 
Authoritarian Cooperation in Central Asia
Originally published February 25, 2021

Filippo, you have been working in the framework of the English School on the 
transformation of the world order and the structuring of authoritarian and/or illiberal 
regimes, looking at the case of Central Asia. Can you describe the mechanisms of 
authoritarian or illiberal socialization that you have observed in the post-Soviet region?

First of all, let me thank you very much for the kind invitation and for giving me the chance to present 
my work and my research in a more conversational yet still scholarly way. It is a great privilege to 
be interviewed on this prestigious platform, and I think the whole Illiberalism Studies Program is a 
fascinating and timely endeavor.

In my article for International Studies Quarterly entitled “Authoritarianism as an Institution? The Case 
of Central Asia,” I attempted to theorize illiberal solidarism as a framework to illustrate what I believe is 
a shared understanding of a given set of rules, discourses, and practices (i.e., an institution) that inform 
how governance and power should be exercised in the region. This shared understanding, which comes 
about through the process of socialization, rests on two specific sets of mechanisms, which in the paper 
are analytically separated but in practice are very much intertwined: mimicry/emulation and praise/
blame.

The first refers to a behavior that is adopted and internalized by a social actor by virtue of its legitimacy 
and appropriateness in the social context in question. When, on top of these considerations, there is also 
an element of prestige—that is, the behavior we seek to imitate and mimic is that of an actor that enjoys 
an excellent reputation, is powerful, has great standing, and is seen as a model—then mimicry becomes 
emulation. The second is about validation, encouragement, appreciation, and therefore incentives, 
often in moral and reputational terms, to not only adopt, but also—and more importantly—persist in 
adopting a specific behavior. Since this can also take a negative form, I consider both praise and its 
opposite, blame, as two sides of the same coin: reprimand, public shaming, humiliation, ridicule, and 
stigmatization are powerful social acts that convey a strong sense of right and wrong in a given social 
context.

https://academic.oup.com/isq/article/64/4/1005/5885177?login=true
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Mitchell A. Orenstein and Maria Snegovaya 

Mitchell A. Orenstein and Maria Snegovaya on the Political 
Economy of Populism in Central Europe
Originally published March 4, 2021

Mitchell and Maria, you have been working, both together and individually, on the 
political economy of populism. Could you tell us why you think this understudied aspect 
of populism is key to understanding the rise of populist movements? 

Thanks for inviting us to Agora. We have both been working separately on the issue of why voters in 
Central and Eastern Europe support populist parties and we have both been skeptical of the usual 
reasons given. The great scholars Inglehart and Norris developed a “cultural backlash” argument that 
says that populists have benefited from widespread cultural backlash against globalization. While that 
is surely true, we believe that the cultural arguments play down some of the political economy factors. 

First, neoliberal economic policies have dominated policymaking in most countries worldwide since 
about 1980, leading to major shifts in the global income distribution and rising inequality in many 
countries. No region has been more affected by this trend than Central and Eastern Europe, which 
emerged from communism in 1989, quickly adopted a wide range of liberalizing reforms, and (in many 
countries) suffered a massive transitional recession—the largest in modern history, dwarfing the Great 
Depression of the 1930s. We can draw a direct line from the rejection of neoliberal globalization to 
electoral support for populist right parties. 

In particular, we show that populist right parties in Central and Eastern Europe boost social spending in 
an effort to get votes. And it works. We are currently writing a paper together that uses some new data 
and approaches to demonstrate that the pro-social economic policies of some populist right parties can 
be an effective electoral approach. 

One additional reason why the focus on the economy is important is that one popular explanation for 
the rise of populism—the refugee crisis—is less salient in post-communist Europe. Many populist 
parties—like Fidesz and Jobbik in Hungary, and the Law and Justice Party in Poland—became electorally 
successful in the region long before the immigration crisis erupted in Europe. However, a significant 
share of scholarship on the region focuses primarily on cultural explanations and does not explore the 
economic dimension of the story.
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Tímea Drinóczi and Agnieszka Bień-Kacała on Illiberal 
Constitutionalism in Hungary and Poland
Originally published March 24, 2021

Tímea and Agnieszka, you will soon be publishing Illiberal Constitutionalism in Poland 
and Hungary: The Deterioration of Democracy, Misuse of Human Rights and Abuse of the 
Rule of Law (Routledge). Reading your title makes one wonder: how can constitutionalism 
be illiberal when the idea of constitutionalism originates in liberalism? 

Tímea: You are absolutely right to ask this question. We are quite aware of the resistance to acknowledging 
any type of constitutionalism that is not liberal constitutionalism. As you said, constitutionalism has 
traditionally been bound up with liberalism, and one of its main concerns is to prevent the arbitrary 
use of power. This concept of constitutionalism was not questioned in Western constitutional theory 
until Fidesz and the PiS came to power in Hungary and Poland, respectively, in 2010 and 2015. The 
remodeling exercise—including a gradual hollowing-out of democracy, abuse and misuse of the rule of 
law, and disrespect for individual human rights from the very beginning—has worried many. 

Scholars have not, however, been able to reach a consensus as to what to call these new regimes. A 
plethora of labels and expressions have emerged due to the many perspectives scholars have taken 
to understand the reasons for and methods of Hungarian and Polish democratic erosion. From the 
beginning, constitutional scholars tended to see the remodeled Hungarian and Polish constitutional 
systems as authoritarian. When you think about the last 11 and 6 years, though, you realize that the 
illiberalization process has been gradual and continuous, and comparably less severe than in those 
states (Turkey and Russia) with which scholars compare the Hungarian and Polish cases. Nor can you 
avoid considering the regional context—i.e., the European Union and the Council of Europe—in which 
Hungary and Poland exist. 

This contradiction sparked our interest. We felt that we could consider these factors and improve our 
understanding of the changes only by disentangling liberalism and constitutionalism. This is not an 
unprecedented scholarly endeavor either in theory or in practice. Just think about the idea of nonliberal 
constitutionalism and how scholars describe Israel (semi-liberal constitutionalism), Singapore 
(authoritarian constitutionalism), and Hong Kong (mixed constitutionalism). 

https://www.routledge.com/Illiberal-Constitutionalism-in-Poland-and-Hungary-The-Deterioration-of/Drinoczi-Bien-Kacala/p/book/9781032007304
https://www.routledge.com/Illiberal-Constitutionalism-in-Poland-and-Hungary-The-Deterioration-of/Drinoczi-Bien-Kacala/p/book/9781032007304
https://www.routledge.com/Illiberal-Constitutionalism-in-Poland-and-Hungary-The-Deterioration-of/Drinoczi-Bien-Kacala/p/book/9781032007304
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Aliaksei Kazharski 

Aliaksei Kazharski on Far-Right Populism in Central and 
Eastern Europe and Russia
Originally published March 26, 2021

Aliaksei, you have been working for several years on Slovak populist parties. Can you 
briefly tell us about their similarities to—and differences from—those in the other 
Central European countries?

Slovakia is an extremely interesting case that has a tradition of being a regional outlier. Overall, the 
country has performed very impressively in the three decades since 1989. In the ’90s it used to be called 
the “black hole of Europe” because of its democratic backsliding. However, it caught up with regional 
standards and, in some respects, even surpassed former “star pupils” of transition like Hungary and the 
Czech Republic.

In 2015 Slovakia participated in the Visegrád Four rebellion against the EU system of refugee quotas. 
The government and most political parties could not avoid the temptation of tapping into the anti-
migrant agenda. This could be explained in part by the parallel rise of the radical right and overall public 
sentiment. Mainstream parties probably felt that the fringe could easily steal votes from them here, 
which had the cumulative effect of shifting political discourse to the right. 

However, much of the Slovak political establishment has traditionally had pro-EU attitudes. This 
is due in no small part to the experience of the ’90s, when Slovakia was almost left behind because 
of its democratic backsliding. Soon after the Visegrád Four’s anti-migration démarche, Robert Fico’s 
government tried to distance itself somewhat from “illiberal” Hungary and Poland, declaring that the 
Visegrád Group was not an alternative to the EU and that Slovakia wanted to be at the “core“ of European 
integration—whatever that means.

Generally speaking, Slovakia is not free from right-wing populism, some of which looks quite dangerous. 
However, it seems that there is somewhat less space for national identity-driven politics here. Poland and 
Hungary, for instance, both have powerful traditions of combining messianism with self-victimization, 
an unsavory cocktail that sometimes tastes very Russian. This allows politicians to tap into nationalist 
grievance narratives, often centered on memory politics or so-called “beached diasporas”—that is, 

https://www.politico.eu/article/slovakia-black-hole-of-europe/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14782804.2019.1598340
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14782804.2019.1598340
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Zsolt Körtvélyesi on Illiberalism in Hungary
Originally published April 23, 2021

Zsolt, you recently co-authored a significant article, “The ‘Insecurity Toolbox’ of 
the Illiberal Regime: Rule by Law and Rule by Exclusion,” that explains the three key 
securitization mechanisms used by illiberal regimes. This insecurity toolbox has been 
used by Hungary, particularly on the question of refugees and/or asylum-seekers, since 
the migration crisis of 2015. Can you give us your perspective as a legal scholar on how 
the Orbán government built its response to European demands?

The norms of the European Union—with regard to asylum, but also more broadly—were not built with 
bad-faith actors in mind. For example, many governments apply asylum quotas; the EU–Turkey deal has 
been criticized for similar restrictions. What the Hungarian government did, however, was to reduce the 
quota to one person per day. If you add to this the fact that food was often denied to those in the transit 
zones, it is easy to see that the Hungarian practice was closer to non-compliance (or fake compliance) 
than compliance with international refugee obligations. The government narrative, however, was able to 
sell the policy as formally in line with EU requirements. When the highest court of the European Union 
ultimately ruled that the practice violated EU law, the government responded by completely closing the 
transit zones, effectively bringing the number of asylees down to zero. We may have to wait for years to 
get a ruling that declares the new practice to be a blatant violation of refugee law.

It has proved to be a fatal flow of the EU framework that it lacks adequate institutional and procedural 
safeguards against willful violations by EU Member States. Staying with the asylum law example, under 
the Dublin regulation, the country of first entry is responsible for processing asylum applications even 
if asylum-seekers move to other countries in the meantime. However, if this country fails to maintain 
a compliant asylum regime, the transfer cannot take place. This is a logical rule that seeks to ensure 
compliance with refugee law requirements. Yet without further elements that are currently missing, this 
creates perverse incentives. Non-compliant Member States like Hungary see a decrease in asylum cases 
because other Member States cease to send asylum cases and asylum-seekers back to these countries. 
For a government that has adopted the rhetoric of a “zero-immigration” policy, this is a clear win.

What the EU needs, and many have recognized as much, is to build checks and procedures attached 
to what the Treaties call the principle of sincere cooperation, and not only in the field of asylum law. 
To describe the current situation in a simplified form that is nevertheless not far from the truth, the 

https://brill.com/view/journals/pari/1/2/article-p216_216.xml?language=en
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Paweł Surowiec on Media, Public Diplomacy, and 
Illiberalism
Originally published April 28, 2021

Paweł, the literature on democratic backsliding tends to underplay the role of media 
as structurally altering political dynamics. You have been researching the articulation 
between media and the rise of illiberal politics in Central Europe. Can you share with us 
your main findings in the cases of Poland and Hungary? How should we revisit the role 
that media politicization and commercialization play in our democracies?

Yes, you are absolutely right to say that media as a structural puzzle of democracies has been underplayed 
in academic debates that seek to explain the underpinnings of the illiberal turn in politics internationally 
and in Central and Eastern Europe as a region. This pattern is, however, changing; analyses of the role of 
media and communicative practices—e.g., political public relations, political campaigning, and various 
forms of media activism—that rely on hybrid media landscapes are shedding increasing light on the 
mediated features of illiberal turn in politics. 

There is still more academic research and professional work to be done to better understand the ways 
in which media landscapes shape and are shaped by illiberal trends in politics, as research on various 
media systems is at different stages of advancement. This is, for example, visible in scholarship on 
Poland, which has an entire tradition of normative scholarship pointing to the links between media and 
democratization but almost nothing on deviations from this direction, or anti-democratic anomalies. As 
such, it appears that we have been sleep-walking into illiberal trends emerging in relation to—or with 
the involvement of—media landscapes. 

First, we already know that those committed defenders of traditional media who advocate that citizens 
should (uncritically?) put their trust in “reputable” news sources reporting on political and other stories 
hardly take into consideration audiences’ existing and deepening mistrust in the news. Illiberal politics 
thrives on the weakness of democracy, including ongoing issues within media systems. For example, 
over the last two decades, news media have been facing a crisis of confidence in Central Europe, the 
sources of which are not exclusively political, but also commercial and involve professional pressures on 
journalists. There is a documented perception among audiences that news media are often involved in 
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Jose Javier Olivas Osuna on the Populist Radical-Right in 
Spain
Originally published May 10, 2021

Jose Javier, you have been working on Spain and Portugal and on their military culture. I 
would like to begin our discussion with a broad question on that legacy. Do you see any 
relationship between Spain’s and Portugal’s authoritarian regimes and their collapse in 
the 1970s, on the one hand, and the way in which the far right is re-emerging (or not) in 
the two countries today, on the other hand?

This is a very relevant question with a not-so-simple answer. Franco and Salazar were right-wing 
authoritarian leaders, and it is no secret that far-right sympathizers in both countries have idealized 
these regimes. Moreover, foreign media have historically been fascinated with the authoritarian past 
of these two countries and to this day often associate Franco or Salazar with current political or social 
processes, as though the legacies of these dictators still shaped Iberian politics. In addition, Spanish 
and Portuguese left-wing parties accuse Vox and Chega of being the heirs of Francoism and Salazarism, 
respectively. Empirically speaking, however, it is very difficult to prove a direct connection between 
these new far-right parties and the authoritarian regimes of the twentieth century. Similar populist 
radical-right parties have emerged in other European countries that did not experience dictatorships, 
such as the Nordic countries, France, and the Netherlands, or in countries with a socialist past, such as 
Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia.

In fact, Portugal and Spain were until recently considered exceptions to the rise of the far right, and 
several studies tried to understand how countries hit so hard by the Great Recession had managed 
to escape this phenomenon. Although Vox and Chega use nationalist and nativist discourses, oppose 
decentralization, and hold very conservative views about society, they are still far from the single 
parties that ruled Spain and Portugal from the 1930s to the mid-1970s. The exclusivist logic and some 
of the controversial policy proposals they champion are to a great extent incompatible with a liberal 
conception of democracy. Yet these parties do not oppose free elections or a multi-party system, nor do 
they seek to impose a militaristic organization of society. Vox and Chega are not fascist parties inspired 
by past dictators but radical-right ones mostly influenced by the latest wave of right-wing populism in 
Europe and the US.

https://www.palgrave.com/gp/book/9781137325372
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07292473.2019.1617663










94

Conversations on Illiberalism

Seán Hanley on the Rise of Illiberalism in Czechia
Originally published May 18, 2021

Seán, in your research on Central Europe, you criticized the way in which scholars have 
assumed, based on rational and historical institutionalist arguments, that the region 
would democratize. Have we missed some cultural features that explain the current 
revival of a form of conservatism? How should we reframe our perceptions to capture 
the region’s illiberal turn?

In  the article  you mention, my co-author James Dawson and I set out with a strong sense that the 
increasingly clear patterns of democratic backsliding and democratic deterioration in Central Europe 
called for a rethinking of approaches to the region. Not only did democracy in Central Europe look a 
lot less successful than had been assumed in the early-mid 2000s, but it was the region’s democratic 
frontrunners—like Hungary and Poland—that were leading the way in backsliding, and with parties 
once considered, including by me, as mainstream center-right.

We felt that explanations stressing the fading-out of EU conditionality or the rise of populism as a 
response to economic crisis—which turned on the failure of liberal and democratic institutions to 
properly constrain or “lock in”—offered a rather threadbare explanation. So we wanted to push the 
debate by stepping back to ask some fundamental questions about institutions.

There was certainly a “cultural” element to our work. We drew on James’s very fine book, Cultures of 
Democracy,  which makes a powerful argument for a more fine-grained, bottom-up, and discursively 
rooted understanding of democratic development in the region.

But in the end, we were drawn to the framework of “discursive institutionalism” developed by Vivien 
Schmidt, whose efforts to understand how actors, institutions, and discourses are enmeshed we found 
attractive. We wanted a more nuanced approach than just retelling the old story of liberal institutions 
overwhelmed by illiberal cultures in new form or mapping a kaleidoscope of shifting discourses.

We did think that the resilience of traditions of cultural conservatism and economic illiberalism had 
been overlooked—especially in terms of these traditions’ impact on pro-European mainstream liberal 
actors considered the engine for democratic change. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcms.12845?casa_token=kWuxJlU2J0IAAAAA:KiguUVvKgOWIptbxh1FfXLieTgjfHGRS2sDxBMxY7ONr05Eu0-9vM72sv5g-0BLX0dqk7CT6VZB4fxk
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1354068808090253?casa_token=SPr2dWLb6AsAAAAA:JdDu0z8aHRNI7wR6-kYJZtEv-WFIny52a3Oq5pwx2wSsX2176oxtg-kLK9nTwX_vs6UmYkyAu3UrdQ
https://www.routledge.com/Cultures-of-Democracy-in-Serbia-and-Bulgaria-How-Ideas-Shape-Publics/Dawson/p/book/9781138284906
https://www.routledge.com/Cultures-of-Democracy-in-Serbia-and-Bulgaria-How-Ideas-Shape-Publics/Dawson/p/book/9781138284906
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Phillip W. Gray on the Alt-Right Agenda and Intellectual 
Genealogy
Originally published Mary 27, 2021

Phillip, in “Revealing the Alt-Right: Exploring Alt-Right History, Thinkers and Ideas for 
Public Officials,” you discuss how the slow death of “fusional” mainstream conservatism 
has resulted in the explosion of different forms of conservatism. Did this evolution 
intersect with the less top-down and more bottom-up conservatism that has shaken the 
Republican Party? How do Trump and “Trumpism” fit into these transformations of U.S. 
conservatism at both the elite and grassroots levels?

It indeed intersects very strongly with the more bottom-up conservatism changes. While there were 
many elements of this change (the article you mention notes how the collapse of the Soviet Union 
removed the Communist “common enemy” that maintained the fusionist coalition), three factors come 
to mind as particularly important. 

First, and perhaps most central, is the telecommunications revolution. Previously, journals like National 
Review and major organizations such as Intercollegiate Studies Institute (ISI) could play a strong “gate-
keeping” role simply because of the lack of other venues through which for different conservative/rightist 
views could spread; this gate-keeping could be circumvented only by massive individual wealth (as in 
the case of Ross Perot in the early 1990s). With the Internet, and especially the popularity of blogging, 
these barriers became significantly less daunting: being barred from writing in  National Review, for 
instance, no longer meant an inevitable “excommunication” from conservative/rightist platforms. 

A second part of this evolution involves the major economic changes arising from globalization and the 
“offshoring” of jobs to other countries. Here again, the candidacy of Perot is instructive: even at this 
early period, one can see a heightened division between the free-market and corporate factions and the 
more nationalist, small-business, and worker-oriented factions of conservatism. These divisions have 
only become more pronounced in the ensuing three decades. The term “Conservative, Inc.” (used by the 
Alt-Right as well as by other conservative/rightist tendencies) exemplifies this division: mainstream 
conservative organizations act more as mouthpieces for larger businesses, while issues of major 
importance to their supposed constituents are either merely paid lip-service or ignored entirely.

https://www.academia.edu/41759265/Revealing_the_Alt_Right_Exploring_Alt_Right_History_Thinkers_and_Ideas_for_Public_Officials
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Takis S. Pappas on Conceptualizing Populism
Originally published June 8, 2021

Takis, in your book  Populism and Liberal Democracy: A Comparative and Theoretical 
Analysis (Oxford, 2019), you speak of democratic illiberalism, thereby reversing the 
terms used in Zakaria’s famous text on illiberal democracies. Can you explain to our 
readers how you define democratic illiberalism?

In my work, populism is conceptualized and defined minimally as “democratic illiberalism,” which 
points to modern political systems, political parties, or individual politicians combining adherence to 
electoral democracy and liberal democratic principles. I also use the term “populist democracy” with 
reference to political systems in which both the ruling party and major opposition forces are populist. I 
first used these terms in an article that compared Greece and Hungary as typical populist democracies 
and was published in 2013 in Government and Opposition (notice, by the way, that this Hungary-specific 
article preceded by at least a year Orbán’s now-famous 2014 speech in Transylvania, after which this 
term became common). Anyway, my definition of populism recalls Fareed Zakaria’s terminology but the 
puzzles that motivate my research, the empirical cases I focus on, and the theoretical propositions I put 
forward are entirely different than his. The contrast is very interesting from a sociology-of-knowledge 
point of view, so let me say a bit more about it.

Zakaria wrote his very insightful essay on the rise of illiberal democracies back in 1997, when the word 
“populism” was not in common usage, and if you go back to the text, you will find no mention of this 
word, nor will you find a proper definition of what he meant by “democratic illiberalism.” But everything 
else is quite clear. Recall, first, that Zakaria wrote his essay only a few years after the collapse of Soviet 
communism and, second, that he was a former student at Harvard of Samuel Huntington, who believed 
in the incessant expansion of democracy worldwide. It was within that historical and intellectual context 
that Zakaria noticed an apparent paradox, namely, that many of the recent converts to democracy were 
not essentially democratic, nor, most certainly, was there any trace of liberalism in them. Among the cases 
he observed, and which are mentioned in his essay, were formerly communist Romania and Slovakia, 
autocracies like Belarus and Kazakhstan, war-torn Sierra Leone and Ethiopia, the Islamic republics of 
Iran and Pakistan, and failed states like the Palestinian National Authority or Haiti.

https://global.oup.com/academic/product/populism-and-liberal-democracy-9780198837886?cc=be&lang=en&
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Paris Aslanidis on Populism as a Collective Action Frame
Originally published June 23, 2021

Paris, you have been working on the notion of populism for years, and in a major article, 
you refute the vision of populism as a (thin) ideology in favor of a discursive frame. Can 
you tell us more about your main arguments and why moving away from the ‘ideology’ 
interpretation offers more heuristic approaches to populism?

Ideologies are constructs that point to relatively coherent policy suggestions. This is not the case with 
populism. I cannot be convinced that populism is an ideologically consistent political worldview shared 
by the likes of both Hugo Chavez and Silvio Berlusconi, both Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump, both 
Evo Morales and Alberto Fujimori. The ideological conflict within these pairs is obviously irreconcilable. 
Looking back, the insistence of an  ideological  affinity among populists on either side of the political 
spectrum is based on a horseshoe theory with roots in the post-war consensus between Western liberals 
and conservatives. First, the shock of McCarthyism nudged Richard Hofstadter and Seymour Martin 
Lipset toward adopting the status anxiety thesis to equate populism with the radical right. Then, their 
disciples in Latin America applied the concept on left-wing radicalism to equate populism with economic 
profligacy (the economic populism thesis). The two strands have since come together, especially since the 
end of the Cold War, in the typical centrist denunciation of populism as a pathological political ideology. 
Academics should at least understand these dynamics prior to investing them with any legitimacy.

Influenced by symbolic interactionism and Laclauian post-structuralism, I believe that a discursive 
view of populism is preferable. Populism is a political language that diagnoses reality by sublimating 
sociopolitical grievances to a battle between people and elites. It is a type of collective action frame, 
to use more technical terminology. The activity of these actors, as well as the activity of a multitude of 
social movements out there, can be described as populist insofar as they discursively construct a popular 
collective identity to challenge the inordinate power of elite forces. A populist project can emerge from 
the left, the right, and anywhere in-between, but it is discursive behavior—not policy prerogatives—
that should primarily inform our classificatory decisions. This is where I, perhaps modestly, draw the 
line.

Populism is a political language that diagnoses reality by sublimating 
sociopolitical grievances to a battle between people and elites.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-9248.12224
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Melani McAlister on Global Evangelicalism
Oiringially published July 9, 2021

Melani, in The Kingdom of God Has No Borders: A Global History of American Evangelicals, 
you invite the reader to move outside of the U.S. case to capture the incredible rise of 
evangelicals worldwide, especially in Africa. How has this global expansion changed 
evangelicalism in the United States?

Yes, I was interested in thinking about how evangelicalism has become increasingly present around 
the globe and how the movement has been transformed. Especially with its rise in the Global South, 
evangelicalism is no longer a majority white, Northern European, and American religion; instead, in 
its many manifestations, there are more people of color—more Africans, Asians, and Latin Americans. 
They now make up the majority of the world’s evangelicals.

I was interested in looking at how that affects Americans. American evangelicals still have far greater 
resources: they have more money, more television shows, more access to media generally. American 
evangelicals are still a massive global force, but a global force that increasingly recognizes that they are 
only one part of this larger community. This has had a number of different effects.

One is liberalizing. As more and more Americans do summers or short-term missions abroad, where they 
go and meet people outside of their own comfort zone, or read about the situations of fellow believers 
around the world, there emerges this realization that they are meeting global partners in the religion.  
This happens especially where those missions themselves are set up to help people understand that 
they are not Lady Bountiful coming in to help the poor. It doesn’t always happen that way, for sure, but 
some of the global evangelical programs are designed to, and sometimes do, help shift participants’ 
awareness of themselves as part of a community, not as dominant missionary “givers.” There’s still a 
lot of that missionizing or humanitarian condescension, but the alternative has shaped their awareness 
of the kind of issues that people face around the world:  African debt, HIV-AIDS, global poverty, and 
environmental questions. All, I think, have been shaped by this increased international connection.

But internationalism also had a conservative effect in an interesting way. Many evangelicals in the Global 
South, while much more liberal around issues of economic justice, can be quite conservative around 
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Fabio de Sa e Silva on Illiberal Trends in Brazil
Originally published August 4, 2021

Fabio, you work on the role of lawyers in building illiberalism. We tend to see lawyers 
as the victims of illiberal governance. Yet in one of your latest articles, “From Car Wash 
to Bolsonaro: Law and Lawyers in Brazil’s Illiberal Turn (2014–2018),” you show that 
lawyers in Brazil have produced a legal culture that is closer to illiberalism than we 
imagine and therefore played a role in the election of Bolsonaro. Could you tell us more 
about your findings?

Sure. My study focused specifically on  lava jato,  an anticorruption initiative led by a prosecutorial 
taskforce and a lower-level judge that unveiled a large corruption scheme at the Brazilian oil company 
Petrobras and had deep impacts on Brazilian politics. 

Many in the media and even in academia saw lava jato as a triumph of political liberalism and the rule 
of law, since it was “ending impunity” in the country. But what I have demonstrated in that article and 
in other forthcoming ones is that lava jato produced and disseminated a “political grammar” that is at 
fundamental odds with political liberalism and the “rule of law.” In particular, those prosecutors painted 
corruption as an existential threat to the nation, argued for the need to change law and concentrate 
power to fight that threat, and claimed that the legal rights of defendants could be bent or broken for 
the greater good of fighting the threat.

Bolsonaro adopted a remarkably similar discourse, though in his case the threat came not just from “the 
corrupt,” but also from young Black males from urban areas, LGBTQ people, and other minorities. Sergio 
Moro, the judge in lava jato who convicted and arrested former president Lula da Silva (the conviction 
was later overturned and Moro was deemed “partial” by the Supreme Court) represented the line of 
continuity between  lava jato and Bolsonaro. He became Bolsonaro’s Justice Minister and was behind 
some of Bolsonaro’s illiberal initiatives in the government. An example is a draft bill Bolsonaro sent to 
Congress that would give police officers in the country the equivalent of “qualified immunity,” which 
many considered the “right to kill.”

These findings, as you said, cut against conventional wisdom in studies of law and political 
change—and, perhaps more importantly, in the “legal development industry” that took shape in the 
20th  century—which tend to see lawyers as promoters of political liberalism and victims of political 
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Cynthia Miller-Idriss on the Mainstreamization of 
Extremist Ideas
Originally published August 9, 2021

Cynthia, you have been working on many different aspects of far-right culture, but I would 
like us to begin with your seminal Hate in the Homeland: The New Global Far Right. You 
offer an impressive mapping of the physical and virtual spaces of recruitment. Could you 
tell us about the main spaces you identified and which ones were the most surprising to 
you?

First of all, thanks for the invitation. It’s a pleasure to be in this conversation and I think it’s a great thing 
to try to communicate some of the arguments put forward by academics in more ordinary language to 
students and academic communities. Sometimes we just talk among each other, and I don’t think that’s 
very good.

In this book, there are two different ways that space is approached. One is that it is becoming increasingly 
common, when considering the spread of disinformation and propaganda, that people just encounter 
extremism wherever they are. Extremism used to be a destination that you had to seek out—you had to 
find a space where extremist ideas were being propagated among a group that usually had initiation rites 
and membership lists and was part of a network of other groups with clear ideologies and manifestos.

Now, it is much more likely that extremist ideas come right to you in the spaces where you spend time 
ordinarily, especially online. This could be wherever you’re doing your hobbies or if you are looking 
for information. They come to you even in physical space: since I wrote the book, the number of white 
supremacist propaganda flyers being spread in public spaces has doubled. Extremist groups used 
to target college campuses, but with the COVID-19 shutdown, they have been targeting dog parks, 
community parks, town halls, and anywhere else people might be.

One of the prime examples is YouTube. A woman once told me after a talk I gave that she had once gone 
online looking for strategies to prep things in Tupperware containers. The first hit took her to an extreme 
survivalist prepping site that had intersections with the prepping community and the survivalist extreme 
right. Another example that somebody shared with me is the story of a man who wanted to learn how to 
install drywall in his garage. He started a series of videos on YouTube, a 10-part video tutorial. At about 
video three, right when he’s in the middle of the project, the guy starts introducing white supremacist 
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Elżbieta Korolczuk on Gender and Politics
Originally published August 18, 2021

Elżbieta, you have been working on the intersection of gender and politics in Poland. To 
begin with a broad question, do you see in the rise of right-wing populism—as embodied 
in the Law and Justice Party (PiS)—a sign of the decline of social citizenship and the 
result of neoliberal reforms?

There is a strong tendency to think that right-wing populism is combined with neoliberalism, as was 
the case among neoconservatives in the United States in the 1990s. Today, both Poland and Hungary are 
examples of the ways in which right-wing populism can provide a version of welfare chauvinism rather 
than neoliberal politics. When we look at countries such as the United States or Bolsonaro’s Brazil, 
we see right-wing politics—right-wing in cultural terms (anti-pluralist, anti-equality, anti-minority 
rights)—being combined with neoliberal social policies. Brazil, for example, is a clear example of the 
fact that right-wing populists and extreme right-wing politicians tend to implement austerity measures 
and cut social spending, with the result that money flows from minority groups to elite supporters of 
the power holders.

Both Poland and Hungary are examples of the ways in which right-
wing populism can provide a version of welfare chauvinism rather than 
neoliberal politics.

Poland and Hungary are a very different type of regime. You have very extreme forms of homophobia, 
anti-feminist politics, and anti-refugee and migration positions on the part of the ruling party, and an 
increase in social spending, which is a huge difference from previous governments like the Civic Platform 
(PO) in Poland.

In 2011 the Civic Platform introduced a program called Maluch (“Little One”) that was oriented toward 
supporting childcare, especially broadening access to childcare for children of pre-school age. They 
spent around 120 million Polish złoty on this per year. The program that has been the main staple of 
Law and Justice politics, “500 Plus”—direct cash transfers of 500 złoty per child per month to families 
with children—costs around 26 billion złoty per year. And they have actually continued the Maluch 
program as well. If you look at Polish GDP, there has been a huge increase in the percentage of GDP spent 
on social policies, from 1.78 percent in 2015 to 3.11 percent in 2017.
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Emre Erdoğan and Tuğçe Erçetin on Populism in Turkey
Originally published August 31, 2021

Tuğçe and Emre, in your research on populism in Turkey, you insist on the construction 
of a “we-ness” in order to mobilize voters. In today’s Turkey, who is the “we,” the people 
in the name of which Erdoğan claims to be speaking, and who are the Others, those 
excluded from the “we”?

Populist discourse produces antagonistic camps through positive and negative categorizations. 
Following the social identity perspective, we argue that the “we-ness” of populism underlines the in-
group through the construction of a homogeneous group of the people and its identification with a 
leader. This category constructs victimization and superiority, appealing to commonalities and framing 
unification with an idealized entity and prototypical leader. In contrast to the bloc of the “good people,” 
the others” are seen as “evil” or “harmful” to the people’s values, lifestyle, and unity and include the 
political opposition, refugees, intellectuals, minorities, etc.

In today’s Turkey, articulating “we-ness” has various implications for constructing moral superiority 
and scapegoats. Appealing to commonalities, the Justice and Development Party (AKP) and its leader, 
Erdoğan, redefine conservative, native, and national images of the society by creating “reasonable” 
categories through Turkish and Muslim images. In general, this category represents the AKP bloc, 
although context matters to the definition of “we-ness.” One example: the constitutional referendum 
in 2017 bifurcated the country into two camps—the “no” vote and the “yes” vote. The AKP and its ally, 
the Nationalist Action Party (MHP), supported the “yes” vote; accordingly, the AKP added supporters 
of the “yes” vote to the “we-ness.” Likewise, the abortive coup of July 15, 2016 created the categories 
of “heroes” and “real people” from among those citizens who struggled against the coup plotters and 
responded to Erdoğan’s call.

The AKP’s construction of “we-ness” frames the common experiences, feelings, norms, beliefs, and 
lifestyle of a conservative and loyal segment of society. On the opposite side, the “other” bloc includes 
the opposition political parties (in particular the Republican People’s Party and the Peoples’ Democratic 
Party), media, academics, journalists, and civil society. The out-group is constructed using demonizing 
and securitizing language; this leads to the association of the “terrorist” label with this “other” bloc, 
appealing to the in-group’s uncertainty-induced fear and anger. For instance, the opposition is associated 
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Jürgen Rüland on Illiberalism in South East Asia
Originally published September 8, 2021

Jürgen, a decade ago you co-authored Give Jesus a Hand! Charismatic Christians: Populist 
Religion and Politics in the Philippines. A decade later, how has charismatic Christianity 
evolved in the Philippines?

Statistics about the rise of charismatic and evangelical Christianity in the Philippines are unreliable and 
vary widely. According to different sources, between 19 and 44 percent of the Philippine population 
practice charismatic or evangelical Christianity. Data released by the respective religious groups 
themselves appear inflated. They usually ignore that adherents often join religious groups temporarily 
and after some time become inactive or indifferent. Yet there is no question that charismatic and 
evangelical churches remain popular among Filipinos and that their numbers continue to grow. However, 
setting the country apart from other regions of the world, such as Latin America and Africa, the majority 
of “born again” Christians in the Philippines are charismatics who remain under the umbrella of the 
Catholic Church.

While a detailed analysis would reveal that these groups differ in their religious practices, what can 
generally be said about them is that they share highly conservative worldviews informed by strict 
Christian morals. While it would be misleading to characterize them  a priori  as “undemocratic” and 
supporters of right-wing politicians and movements, our survey suggested that many charismatic 
Christian groups’ members display a preference for “strong leaders,” hierarchical social relationships, 
and paternalistic orientations. Some of these groups practice bloc voting—that is, voting for the 
candidate their leader votes for—while in other cases the leader only endorses favored candidates. 
Eddie Villanueva, the leader of the “Jesus is Lord” church, even ran for the presidency, but lost twice. 
Nevertheless, charismatic Christians are a force to be reckoned with in Filipino politics, a fact that paid 
off favorably for the country’s current president, Rodrigo Duterte.

Can we say that Duterte’s election and way of doing politics resulted from this charismatic 
Christian culture? Are charismatic Christians his main supporters?

It would be reductionist to primarily link Duterte’s rise to power and his style of doing politics to 
charismatic Christian culture. Yet there are substantial overlaps between the worldviews of charismatic 
and evangelical Christians and Duterte’s political script that account for his popularity among these 

https://www.amazon.com/Give-Jesus-Hand-Charismatic-Christians-Populist/dp/9715505694
https://www.amazon.com/Give-Jesus-Hand-Charismatic-Christians-Populist/dp/9715505694
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Péter Krekó on Hungary as a Force for Illiberalism
Originally published October 15, 2021

Péter, much of your work has focused on Hungary, particularly on the weakening of 
democratic values under Viktor Orbán. Your article, Explaining Eastern Europe: Orbán’s 
Laboratory of Illiberalism, makes the claim that the causal factors for this decline are 
not unique to Hungary and could be replicated in other countries. Since that article’s 
publication, how has the situation changed?

Hungarian illiberalism has kicked into a higher gear, partially as a result of a pandemic power grab, 
but partially as a result of the government’s attempts to maintain control of the political agenda with 
symbolic issues around the “life and death” of the nation as we approach the 2022 elections. Hungarian 
illiberalism is increasingly infiltrating the everyday life of citizens, as with the recent homophobic 
legislation officially aimed at “defending children,” which was inspired by (but is, in many instances, 
stricter than) the Russian anti-gay propaganda law, and discrimination against singles, gay couples, and 
couples living in civic partnerships in favor of married couples. The relationship with the European Union 
has become even more bitter: the West is increasingly only a negative reference point in governmental 
communication, while authoritarian countries such as Russia and China are constantly praised. Orbán 
has tightened his grip on the economy through endemic corruption, abusing the special legal order that 
prevailed during the pandemic and the fact that citizens’ attention was focused on their survival.

At the same time, the nature of the regime has not changed. And yes, the argument that Zsolt Enyedi and 
I made in that article is still valid: Hungary has become a champion of illiberalism in Central and Eastern 
Europe not because this is the historical fate of Hungary and the preference of Hungarian voters, but 
because of a combination of situational (the 2008-2009 crisis), personal (Viktor Orbán as a charismatic 
leader able to centralize the regime), and institutional (the electoral system that gave a two-thirds 
majority to Fidesz with only 45% of the vote in 2014 and 49% of the vote in 2018) factors. And it is no 
coincidence that we can now see similar patterns in Poland and Slovenia.

Should we interpret Fidesz’s expulsion from the European People’s Party as a sign of 
changes at the European level?

I was never a huge and enthusiastic fan of the idea of Fidesz being expelled from the EPP. I think it was 
a good move to defend the European values and image of the political mainstream in the European 
Parliament. I never thought though that it would change anything in Hungary for good. The departure 
of Fidesz from the European People’s Party has produced a more vocal and combative Hungary, but 

https://www.journalofdemocracy.com/articles/explaining-eastern-europe-orbans-laboratory-of-illiberalism/
https://www.journalofdemocracy.com/articles/explaining-eastern-europe-orbans-laboratory-of-illiberalism/
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A. James McAdams on Far-Right Thinkers and Democracy
Originally published October 20, 2021

Jim, you just edited  Contemporary Far-Right Thinkers and the Future of Liberal 
Democracy with Alejandro Castrillon.* Could you tell us the story behind the project and 
what you were aiming at?

In organizing this project, I wanted to call attention in a systematic way to the most prominent 
contemporary far-right thinkers and to ask specifically about the similarities and differences among 
them. Some of these figures are well known—Alain de Benoist, Guillaume Faye, Pat Buchanan—but 
others are not—Fróði Midjord, Götz Kubitschek, Jason Jorjani, certain contributors to the online 
magazine Quillette, and the anonymous individual known as the “Bronze Age Pervert.”  As a group, they 
are all worthy of examination. Equally important, they represent different streams of far-right thinking. 
When we began this project, all of these figures were still active; Faye died before we concluded our 
study.

To encourage a diversity of topics and views, I sought to bring together scholars who were working on 
specific far-right intellectuals and activists in different parts of the world, Western and Eastern Europe, 
Canada, Australia, and the United States.  I also deliberately invited scholars from multiple disciplines, 
including historians, anthropologists, political scientists, political theorists, and philosophers. Many of 
the participants in our project had never met each other, although they were familiar with each other’s 
work. Thus, our meetings were a perfect opportunity for all of us to share ideas and perspectives.  
Indeed, throughout the two years of our collaboration, there was a remarkable amount of excitement 
and “electricity” in our discussions and in the circulation of draft chapters.  By the time we were finished, 
we all emerged from the project with a deeper understanding of the broad spectrum of far-right thought 
as well as new ideas about how to study these thinkers.

How are the authors collectively tackling the issue of such “illiberal moment” and what 
it means for liberal democracies?

From the beginning, we envisioned this project as a collective enterprise. In two conferences, one panel 
at the American Political Science Association, and numerous shared draft chapters, we sought to develop 
a common, overarching approach to interpreting and understanding each of these thinkers. For this 
reason, I hope that readers of our book will be able to envision each of the contributors talking to each 

https://www.routledge.com/Contemporary-Far-Right-Thinkers-and-the-Future-of-Liberal-Democracy/McAdams-Castrillon/p/book/9780367611620
https://www.routledge.com/Contemporary-Far-Right-Thinkers-and-the-Future-of-Liberal-Democracy/McAdams-Castrillon/p/book/9780367611620
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Armando Chaguaceda on Democratic Decay in Latin 
America
Originally published November 12, 2021

Armando, you have been working on democratization; democratic decay, populism and 
authoritarianism; and the role of global powers such as Russia and China in Latin American 
politics. Let’s begin with democratic backlash. How would you assess democratic decay 
in Central and Latin America globally?

Latin America is a veritable melting pot of identities, processes, and socio-economic and political 
structures, where you cannot apply any simplification. Four decades after the deployment of democratic 
transitions, our region has accumulated progress, stagnation, and, more recently, setbacks.

On the continent, the recovery of democracies (during the 1980s) did not come hand in hand with the 
construction of robust and inclusive welfare states; rather, it coincided with the expansion of neoliberal 
adjustment policies. The middle class grew in several countries, but without eliminating unbearable 
levels of poverty and inequality. Notable social and economic inequalities were maintained and in 
some cases—classes, regions, nations—they widened. But the status and mechanisms for exercising 
citizenship were also strengthened. The fight for human rights became a powerful regional movement, 
which brought together diverse activists with common agendas in diverse contexts.

In recent years, the subsequent end of the commodities boom, the resulting economic recession, and 
the adjustment and debt policies adopted by various governments contributed to the current situation 
of economic stagnation and social anger. This discontent, added to the growing deterioration of a 
democratic institutionalism that does not seem to effectively channel multiple citizens’ demands, seems 
to be the origin of the popular mobilizations that took place in several countries in 2019 and 2020. The 
situation with the COVID-19 pandemic has worsened the processes of impoverishment, autocratization, 
and the state’s inability to respond effectively to demands and fulfill citizen rights.

In Latin America, political support for liberal democracy has been declining systematically over the last 
decade. While ten years ago, approximately two out of every three Latin American citizens argued that 
“democracy is the best system of government beyond its problems,” in 2018 that proportion fell to 48%—
the lowest level since the beginning of the century. This is the main reason for two confluent phenomena: 
the first is an authoritarian political culture, which beyond conjuncture, shows a permanent disaffection 
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Reece Peck on Fox News’ Blue-Collar Conservatism
Originally published November 17, 2021

Reece, you published a few years ago Fox Populism. Branding Conservatism as Working 
Class, a major piece on research on the transformation of rightist political culture in the 
US. In it, you move away from the usual disdain for Fox narrative expressed by a large part 
of the literature and see it “as one of the most sophisticated and culturally astute forms 
of political communication in recent American history.” Could you summarize both your 
textual analysis and ethnographical research?

Anyone who reads my book, even in passing, can see I am critical of Fox News. Yet, I tried my best not 
to be disdainful of the network, like the majority of writing on the topic. Growing up in the conservative 
state of Utah, many of my family and friends are big Fox News fans. Because I respect their intelligence 
and character, it has always been harder for me to dismiss the Fox News audience than possibly it is for 
others who grew up in more liberal, college educated communities. I genuinely wanted to understand 
why Fox’s programming was so compelling to them and to millions of other conservatives, especially 
when the economic policies that Fox promotes does not so obviously seem to suit their class interests.

In early 2009, I committed myself to watching Fox News closely and systematically. I analyzed over 800 
broadcast transcripts and used UCLA’s cable television archive to watch hours upon hours of Fox News 
programming. I did this for roughly two years. The programming period I analyzed and coded ranged 
from September 2008—or the beginning of the financial collapse—to the midterm elections at the end 
of 2010. During this time Fox News would experience one of the highest ratings surges in its twenty-
five-year history and would galvanize a street protest movement in the Tea Party. This was a moment 
when Fox’s engagement in American politics was dramatic and undeniable.

The benefit of becoming so engrossed in the textual world of Fox News is that it allowed me to become 
familiar with the network’s special vocabularies and catchphrases. From such sustained viewing, I 
discovered elements of Fox News’s programming style that, yes, promote Republican policy goals but 
cannot and should not be reduced to them. My analysis strives to tease out these “extra-partisan” or 
“meta-political” aspects of Fox’s appeal. Specifically, I zero in on the populist moral logics and tabloid 
presentational techniques that the network has used to present the Republican Party as the natural 
political home of the white working-class. These populist moral narratives and tabloid media styles have 
been recycled in American culture for centuries and it is their historical rootedness, not their inherent 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/fox-populism/59EFFD4A76BAAE514FDFA49B02EE6EDB
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/fox-populism/59EFFD4A76BAAE514FDFA49B02EE6EDB
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Anna Grzymala-Busse on the Different Contexts of 
Populism
Originally published November 22, 2021

Anna, you have been working for several years on political parties, political competition, 
and parties exiting from the communist system. What is the role of ideology in this 
transformation and how do you articulate ideology with systemic party transformation? 
What is the place for ideas and ideologies in that transformation?

Ideology is critical and specifically the lack of ideological differentiation is critical. What we see in 
both Western Europe and in Eastern Europe is the perception that the parties are all the same, that 
the mainstream political parties have the same offer on hand. There’s no real alternative to this kind of 
mainstream set of policies that they offer. As a result of this perceived lack of ideological differentiation, 
illiberal forces, such as populist parties, can gain quite a bit. There’s been some fantastic work done 
by Grigo Pop-Eleches and others on the ways in which voters in Central and Eastern Europe try one 
political option after another, and find that they don’t really differ. As a result, they wind up choosing 
illiberal, populist, and extremist parties, in an attempt to finally get something different.

Populist parties, I think, contrary to the popular opinion, actually have an ideology. I think Cas Mudde’s 
really nicely identifies it: elites are bad and the people need to be represented. This means that this is 
a profoundly anti-institutional movement because the liberal democratic institutions set up by these 
elites are also suspect. It also means that the nation has to be defined. This is why we see such appeals 
to xenophobia, to nationalism, and religious homogeneity all done in the name of defining the people. 
These are things that mainstream parties weren’t willing to do, but the illiberal populists are thriving 
on doing.

This is a profoundly anti-institutional movement because the liberal 
democratic institutions set up by these elites are also suspect.

Does that mean also that the social democracy model has failed in being able to be 
distinguished from more U.S.-style liberal party?

I think so. If you look at just at the voters, social democratic parties have been steadily losing votes. I 
think it’s partly because they face a very different context, and they don’t encapsulate voters the way 
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Emmy Eklundh on Left-Wing Illiberalism
Originally published December 8, 2021

Emmy, let’s start with a question about the broad conceptual framework on which your 
work is based, namely the role of emotions in politics and its connection to populism. 
Could you talk about how you see that relationship?

I see emotions as an intrinsic part of politics and of the development of any political identity. When 
people say that some actors are emotional and some are rational, I find that to be problematic and a bit 
strange. I come from the tradition of radical democratic theory, where affect and emotions play a much 
more prominent role than they do in other theories. This has really helped me articulate my research, 
but I also find that it’s very applicable to the current context and the way that we look at populism now. 
I have been influenced by the work of Ernesto Laclau, an Argentinian political philosopher who has 
written several different works on this, perhaps most notably his 2005 book On Populist Reason. Funnily 
enough, the title contains the word “Reason,” which I always have a bit of an issue with, because I think 
that it doesn’t fully reflect the content and the focus on emotions.

I come from the tradition of radical democratic theory, where affect 
and emotions play a much more prominent role than they do in other 
theories.

Populism for Laclau is not a strange animal that is foreign to politics; it is something that is absolutely 
essential to politics, and most political identities are developed in a populist manner. That’s not to say 
that everyone is a populist, but all identities are potentially populist. The focus on emotions and affect 
is inspired by psychoanalytic theory and primarily Jacques Lacan, who believes that we all experience 
what he calls a “constitutive lack.” The idea is that there is a part of our identity that we never really 
feel is fulfilled; there’s always something that we are desiring, something that we are craving, and this 
isn’t just true for us as individuals, but importantly, it’s true for us as groups as well. And it’s true for 
collective identities. This is the beauty of Laclau’s theory—he takes a psychoanalytical theory that is 
often very centered on individuals and puts it up on a collective level: “How can we understand affect 
in relation to politics and groups more generally?” Affect becomes the driving force behind politics. It is 
that desire to pin down your identity, to understand what you are, to realize your goals and desires, but 
according to psychoanalytical theory, this will never happen. It’s always something that is in the process 
of happening; we want to feel complete. Laclau states that we often attach meaning to certain empty 

https://www.versobooks.com/books/2811-on-populist-reason
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Mabel M. Berezin on Fascism, Populism, and the January 6 
Coup
Originally published January 6, 2022

Mabel, I would like to begin with a broad question on your global approach, as your work 
has focused on the link between cultural and political sociology. Your first book analyzed 
the emergence of fascism in Italy under Mussolini and argued that the regime intentionally 
used spectacles and rituals to build support. Today’s rise of populism is mostly studied 
through political science concepts. Are we missing something by not looking at populism 
as a culture?

Thank you for asking me to take part in an Agora Interview hosted at your Illiberalism Studies Program 
and thank you for your careful engagement with my work.

When I began my research on fascism as a graduate student in the 1980s, I looked at it as a product of 
the past with historical interest. I never imagined that it would become a present-day possibility—not 
in Europe again, or in the United States. The post-World War II reconstruction of both continents did 
not yield perfect societies. The various political and social struggles that ensued in the United States 
and Europe in the 1960s and beyond suggest that “good” and fully inclusive democratic societies 
were aspirations rather than realities. I considered your questions in the three days prior to the first 
anniversary of the January 6 insurrection and storming of the United States Capitol. Writing during 
this period forced me to question whether the collective commitment to democracy has become so 
attenuated that it is no longer even a political aspiration. I am struck by my own increasing recognition 
that to borrow from Sinclair Lewis—it can happen here.

In my 2019 Annual Review article, I described populism as an analytic category that defies definition 
because it typically represents a shifting aggregate of popular preferences without a clear ideology that 
unites them. Populism has become almost a residual category in contemporary political discussion. It 
has left and right variants and often includes politicians as different from each other as Donald Trump 
and just about any European “populist” that you might mention. While populism is not itself a culture 
it does use cultural tropes to tap into collective meanings and to craft its messages—what historian 
Michael Kazin calls a “persistent but mutable style of political rhetoric.”

https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.7591/9781501722141/html
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/abs/10.1146/annurev-soc-073018-022351
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Hilary Silver on Left-Wing Xenophobia
Originally published January 10, 2022

Hilary, you recently published with your Brown University doctoral student, Svenja 
Kopyciok an article on left-wing xenophobia in Europe and, counter-intuitively, you 
found a surprisingly large share of those who identify as far left do express extremely 
xenophobic attitudes. Could you tell us more about your findings?

Indeed.  Our analysis  of European Social Survey data broke down anti-immigrant sentiments by 
ideological disposition along the conventional right vs. left dimension, which revealed something 
unexpected, at least for social scientists—that there are some people who identify with the far left who 
express anti-immigrant feelings. Not as many as on the far right, of course, but there are also some on 
the extreme left who oppose immigration or think that immigrants make their country of residence a 
worse place to live (see our graph of “Percentage of Extremely Anti-Immigrant Respondents by Political 
Ideology”).

We then profiled the far-left xenophobes in contrast to far-right xenophobes, speculating that they 
have different motives for these attitudes. Although we hypothesized that far-left supporters may view 
immigrants more as economic competitors or unfair exploiters of the welfare state than as cultural 
threats, we found that some of them shared with the far right such nationalist reasons for opposing 
immigrants. This reality opens up an opportunity for far-left parties, like the residual communist parties 
in Southern Europe, to adopt anti-immigrant policies to try to retain their loyal voters and compete with 
the far right.

As Emmy Eklundh commented in an earlier Agora posting, “within the European populist left, there is a 
very strong commitment to the European nation-state order: nationalist identities are seen as vehicles 
through which to further the progressive political struggle… You would think that left-wing thought is 
based around equality, but it may sometimes embrace differentialism, too.”

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2021.666717/full
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8222516/
https://www.illiberalism.org/emmy-eklundh-on-left-wing-illiberalism/
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Daniele Albertazzi on the Radical and Extreme Right in 
Italy and Switzerland
Originally published January 12, 2022

Daniele, you have been working on Italian populist and radical right movements and 
recently co-authored Populism in Europe: Lessons from Umberto Bossi’s Northern League. 
Can we begin by discussing what role does the memory of fascism play into the Lega Nord 
political outreach and more globally in today’s Italian political life?

First, it is important to keep in mind that there has always been an electoral market in Italy for parties 
openly inspired by fascism. These cannot call themselves ‘fascist’ as the Constitution prohibits it, but 
can of course be inspired by that tradition, while maintaining that they are something else. Hence the 
Italian Social Movement (MSI)—created by people who had fought alongside Mussolini until the bitter 
end—gained representation in Parliament at the very first free elections held in the country in 1948. 
Today there are various extra-parliamentary organizations drawing heavily from fascism, including 
Forza Nuova and CasaPound, and there is no doubt that several representatives of Meloni’s Brothers of 
Italy come from that milieu and are known to have expressed views that are in line with that tradition.

The League (previously: Northern League) is something else. Under its founder and long-time leader 
Umberto Bossi, the similarities with fascism had to do with the very harsh language used against 
immigrants; in other words, with the party’s nativism. However, the roots of this party were not in the 
fascist tradition and in fact, in many respects, the League was far from fascism in ideological terms. 
Firstly, under Bossi the Northern League was attempting to represent only one part of the country, the 
north, hoping it may even break away from the rest of Italy. This would be anathema to fascists who 
always ridiculed Bossi’s claim that the north of Italy should itself be treated as ‘a nation’. In other words, 
in the 1990s fascists and leghisti were what the Catalan nationalists and VOX are today in Spain: polar 
opposites.

Secondly, and importantly, Bossi’s conception of the people and of the role of the state was very different 
from those of fascists. To summarise this in a few words: fascists argue that all is owed to the state 
and, when in power, aimed to ‘remake’ Italians, striving to forge the ‘new man’ and ‘new woman’. For 
populists like Bossi, ‘the people’ is already perfect as it is, it does not need re-educating or re-making, it 
just needs representing through the party and leader. For them, the people’s ‘common sense’ is all that is 
needed for the community to thrive. Moreover, at the time the League was very suspicious of the idea of 

https://manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk/9780719096075/populism-in-europe/
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Stijn van Kessel on Populism and Euroscepticism
Originally published January 26, 2022

Stijn, you work on populism, Euroscepticism, and pro-European activism. Let’s begin by 
discussing the relationship of populist parties with the European Union. How has Brexit 
influenced European populists when it came to leaving the EU versus staying and trying 
to change it from the inside?

The short answer is that Brexit’s influence has been limited. If anything, the chaotic Brexit process is 
likely to have incentivized parties to think twice about pursuing a ‘hard Eurosceptic’ strategy and to 
campaign for leaving the EU. In a co-authored article, we have considered the responses to Brexit of four 
prominent populist radical right (PRR) parties in France, Germany, Italy and the Netherlands. These 
parties are typically the fiercest critics of the EU: they lament the loss of national sovereignty, which they 
consider the result of deeper European integration, they dislike the opening of borders, and criticize the 
EU for being undemocratic and elitist.

Unsurprisingly, therefore, many PRR parties greeted the outcome of the UK’s referendum in June 2016 
with enthusiasm. Consistent with their populist outlook, they framed the vote as ‘ordinary people’ 
dealing a blow to out-of-touch political elites. Yet we also found that the Brexit vote failed to leave a more 
lasting mark on the strategies of PRR parties—more generally, European integration did not feature 
prominently in most of their subsequent national election campaigns. A handful of them, including the 
Dutch Party for Freedom, still support an ‘exit’ from the EU, but Brexit has clearly not produced a general 
trend of PRR parties hardening or emphasizing Eurosceptic positions.

The Brexit vote failed to leave a more lasting mark on the strategies of 
PRR parties.

In our analysis, we explain the muted responses of PRR parties to Brexit partly in terms of the relatively 
low appetite among European citizens for leaving the EU—the UK is pretty much an outlier in this 
sense—but also the comparatively low salience of the issue of European integration. As long as PRR 
parties are successful by focusing on more tangible issues that are considered more important by their 
voters—not least those related to immigration—their leaderships have little reason to take a risk and 
focus on themes that potentially divide their electorates or parties.

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1369148119886213
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Lenka Buštíková on Illiberalism in Eastern and Central 
Europe
Originally published February 4, 2022

Your book,  Extreme Reactions: Radical Right Mobilization in Eastern Europe,  seeks to 
explain why there is strong support in Eastern Europe for radical right parties. Could you 
expand a little on this phenomenon? What is the role of ethnic minority communities in 
the growing support for radical right parties and what factors impact the level of support 
for the radical right from country to country?

Support for radical right parties in Eastern Europe has increased over time, but remains, on average, 
lower than in Western Europe. Support for radicalized mainstream parties, such as Fidesz in Hungary 
and the Law and Justice Party in Poland, is, however, remarkably strong. There are many reasons for 
this, but I will highlight three.

First, “niche” programmatic radical right parties are a luxury of wealthy countries, often with well-
developed welfare states. As a result, the radical right is lagging behind somewhat in the countries of 
Southern and Eastern Europe.

Second, the boundaries between radicalized mainstream parties and radical right parties are 
comparatively blurry in Central and Eastern Europe, where party systems are very fluid. This leaves 
mainstream parties more at liberty to adapt extremist positions and siphon off support for parties on 
the flank. Recent developments in the United States and Western Europe do, however, suggest that 
blurring has become acceptable in the West as well.

Third, identity politics in Central and Eastern Europe, which traditionally revolved around ethnicity, 
is broadening. This shift benefits radicalized mainstream parties. Inspired by the West, Central and 
Eastern European politicians “discovered” the danger of Muslim immigration after the 2015 refugee 
crisis. They blurred the refugee threat with warrior frontier Christianity and an emphasis on family 
values. This contributed to the politicization of the LGBTQ community, which is now framed as a threat 
to heterosexual families. The radical right parties that emerged in Central and Eastern Europe after the 
fall of the Berlin Wall mobilized against ethnic groups that had resided in these countries for centuries—
and, in most cases, had full citizenship rights. Over time, both mainstream right-wing parties and radical 

https://www.cambridge.org/us/academic/subjects/politics-international-relations/comparative-politics/extreme-reactions-radical-right-mobilization-eastern-europe?format=HB
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Czech Prime Minister Andrej Babiš attempted to divert attention from COVID-related deaths during 
the parliamentary election campaign in the summer of 2021 by emphasizing the fabricated threat of 
non-European Muslims immigrating to the country. However, the strategy proved to be a double-edged 
sword: his party, ANO, lost power in the October parliamentary elections.

Technocratic populism, one of the variants of populism, is an ideology that weaponizes expertise for 
political purposes. However, it is not the rule of experts, but a system of governance in which expertise (or 
the illusion of expertise) is strategically used to garner public support. At the beginning of the pandemic, 
the public was scared and compliant, leading them to embrace the mask-wearing recommended by 
experts. This was a positive moment: technocratic populists and the experts were in sync. Later on, as 
the public grew tired of the pandemic and wanted more freedoms, populists used expertise as a shield, 
hiding behind experts and shifting the blame onto them.

Populism is a thin, flexible ideology. It can therefore invoke nativism as it sees fit. However, it is 
important to recognize that the toolkit of populism, especially when in power, is much broader, and 
nativist mobilization can backfire. Populists in power are very effective at targeting people’s purses via 
selective redistribution and government spending programs, which are popular and sometimes lead to 
positive outcomes such as poverty reduction. Expertise, social spending, and identity mobilization are 
three distinct ways in which populists can mobilize voters.

Expertise, social spending, and identity mobilization are three distinct 
ways in which populists can mobilize voters.

In an article co-authored with Petra Guasti, you argue that Central European countries, 
specifically the Visegrad Four, are marked by a series of “illiberal swerves,” evidenced 
by declining trust in democratic institutions and an increasingly uncivil society, among 
other phenomena. What do you mean by this term and how does this play out in practice? 
We often hear that Hungary and Poland are particularly troubling cases of weakening 
democratic principles in Central Europe, but what can you tell us about Czechia and 
Slovakia?

Indeed, Petra and I wrote an article on the “illiberal swerve” to challenge the notion that liberal-democratic 
backsliding is a linear reversal. We view Central and Eastern Europe as a very heterogeneous region 
marked by chronic instability, rather than as a region that is uniformly descending into illiberalism. 
Moreover, the literature on backsliding overlooks previous episodes of resilience and the ability of many 
Central and Eastern European countries to mobilize for and defend democracy.

Rather than focusing on tectonic shifts, we underscore the need to pay more attention to shorter episodes 
of contestation. We view the sequences of electoral cycles as a series of inherently unstable liberal-
illiberal pushes and pulls. The concept of swerving allows for the possibility that the commitment to 
democratic pluralism has weakened only temporarily. Swerving recognizes volatility and uncertainty 
as an integral part of democracy and better captures the diversity and dynamics of Central and Eastern 
European democracies. If swerving persists unchallenged over two electoral cycles, we classify it as an 
illiberal turn.

https://www.cogitatiopress.com/politicsandgovernance/article/view/1156
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Yuval Shany and Mordechai Kremnitzer 

Yuval Shany and Mordechai Kremnitzer on Democracy in 
Israel
Originally published February 10, 2022

Yuval and Mordechai, in a recent article, you compare Israel, Poland, and Hungary, looking 
at measures directed at limiting the power of the judiciary and civil society. What are the 
main differences and similarities between Central Europe and Israel? Can we identify 
some ideological affinity?

Numerous measures pursued by Netanyahu’s coalition in 2015-2019 bear striking resemblance to 
measures adopted around the same time in Hungary and Poland in that they were part of a political 
effort to reallocate political power in the country, concentrating it in the hands of elected politicians at 
the expense of unelected officials, such as the judiciary and senior civil servants.

Such efforts were accompanied in Israel, like in other places, with populist rhetoric, juxtaposing the 
‘true representatives of the people’ against liberal, cosmopolitan or foreign-controlled ‘elites,’ sharply 
criticizing and delegitimizing parts of the political opposition, the media, the academia and civil society 
groups Among the specific legislative measures proposed by members of Netanyahu’s ruling coalition 
one can find attempts to politicize the method for electing judges, restrict the powers of judicial review, 
designate foreign funded civil society groups as ‘foreign agents,’ shut down the politically independent 
public broadcasting authority and impose a code of conduct relating to political activity on Israel’s 
high education institutions. It may be noted in this regard that some anti-liberal measures, including 
measures taken against NGO and ‘illegal migrants,’ precede the rise of political populism in Israel,  and 
they were not regarded at the time of their adoption part of a broader populist agenda.

Significantly, however, Israel’s brand of populism appears to have been less successful than its Central 
European counterparts. All of the aforementioned legislative proposals failed to pass or passed in 
a diluted manner. Their harm was thus mostly symbolic—creating a chilling effect for critics of the 
government—and not representing an actual power shift. Two notable exceptions—highly problematic 
measures that were successfully passed—are the Basic Law: Israel as the Nation State of the Jewish 
People, that was adopted in 2018 and underscored the identification of the state with the Jewish 
dominant ethnic group (resembling the emphasis on Christian values and identity in Orbán’s Hungary 
and Kaczynski’s Poland) and the 2016 Removal Law, which allows a super majority in the Knesset to 
depose a Member of Knesset (MK) for rejecting the existence of Israel as a Jewish and democratic state, 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3693409
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Marco Garrido on Illiberalism in the Philippines
Originally published March 2, 2022

Marco, in your book The Patchwork City: Class, Space, and Politics in Metro Manila, you 
discuss how neoliberal reforms have impacted the Philippine middle class and reshaped 
urban social structures in Manilla. Could you tell us about your main arguments and 
findings?

Sure. In the book, I argue that neoliberal economic reforms have led to the transformation of urban space 
in Metro Manila. Residential and commercial enclaves—typically gated and guarded—have proliferated. 
Meanwhile, the number and not just the population size of informal settlements has increased, and 
these “slums” have spread all across the city—large colonies with tens of thousands of people but also 
settlements of a few dozen people under bridges and in the middle of highways. The proliferation of these 
two kinds of spaces has resulted in a form of class segregation I call interspersion. Slums and enclaves 
are interspersed as a general pattern across the metro. This means that their residents are generally 
close to one another and acutely aware of each other’s presence. They also have substantial interactions, 
in the context of work mainly (slum residents are often employed in enclaves as service workers, e.g., 
security guards) but in other contexts as well, including charity efforts, civic association, and encounters 
in the urban environment. Despite these interactions, slum residents are often discriminated against 
as dirty and potentially criminal. Walls are built to keep them out of enclaves. Their movements within 
enclaves are carefully regulated. These discriminations add up. Slum residents, encountering social and 
physical boundaries wherever they turn, develop a strong sense of class discrimination.

In the book, I argue that the populist president Joseph Estrada politicized this sensibility. It’s not just 
that he declared himself an advocate of the poor—lots of politicians do that—but that he conducted 
himself in a way that actively negated the stigma of being a squatter and being poor. He would visit 
slums and embrace people without the least hesitation. He would eat with his hands and express himself 
in informal, often vulgar ways. I argue that this behavior resonated powerfully with the urban poor. 
They saw it as extraordinary precisely because they were so used to being mistreated in their ordinary, 
everyday lives. The book traces this arc. It connects economic liberalization with the restructuring 
of urban space and emergence of an intensive form of class segregation, and then connects spatial 
interspersion to social interactions and the experience of discrimination becoming salient, and then 
finally connects this experience to populism.

https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/P/bo40850773.html
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Steven Livingston

Steven Livingston on Democracy and Illiberalism
Originally published March 10, 2022

Steven, you have been working for years on media ecosystems and their role in our liberal 
democracies. You recently co-edited The Disinformation Age in 2019 and are currently 
leading a project  supported by Social Science Research Council/Institute for Data, 
Democracy, and Politics that looks at the causes of democratic backsliding. Can you tell 
us about the role that media, but also corporate actors and politicians themselves, have 
played in deconstructing, or at least weakening, some of the foundations of a democratic 
order? What is the role of media or the information ecosystem in this process?

For good reason, quite a lot of scholarly attention has been paid to the role of social technologies in 
the erosion of liberal democracy. According to this explanation, reasoned deliberation is undermined 
by algorithmically amplified extremist content. The goal of social media corporations is to hold user 
attention, not promote reasoned debate. The best way to hold user attention is with content that, with 
each new recommendation, scales up in extremism. The experience of staying with content creates data 
that are used to create predictions of future behavior. These predictions offer a new kind of product, 
what Shoshana Zuboff calls behavior surplus. Social media corporations then sell that product to other 
corporations as targeted advertising opportunities.  

There is considerable merit to this explanation. Extremist content is a feature, not a bug, of the social 
media business model. Yet an important part of a broader explanation missing from the singular focus 
on the role of algorithms in democratic backsliding is the historical, social, and the economic context in 
which the algorithms operate. Social cohesion, or the lack thereof, is the result of historical, social, and 
economic conditions. Variations in social and historical context matter as much as do the algorithms. 
Americans’  declining faith  in democracy and deep social divisions offer fertile ground. “The biggest 
challenge to the (international liberal) system is the domestic basis of American power,” said Ivo Daalder, 
the president of the Chicago Council on Global Affairs. “It’s still the only global military power, it’s still 
the largest economy and it’s the only power that brings other countries together. The question is: Does 
domestic politics allow America to play that leadership role?” Variation in social cohesion, or  social 
capital, matter, as does the erosion of trust in authoritative institutions.

To understand disinformation and it’s broad embrace by many Americans, and by others around the 
world, one must consider the sources of erosion of trust in authoritative institutions, including science, 
mainstream journalism, the regulatory state. Here again, social media platforms such as Facebook 
and Twitter contribute to the decline of authoritative institutions, perhaps especially traditional news 
organizations owing to the siphoning-off of advertising revenue, but they are not singularly responsible 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/1F4751119C7C4693E514C249E0F0F997/9781108843058AR.pdf/The_Disinformation_Age.pdf?event-type=FTLA
https://iddp.gwu.edu/conservative-dilemma
https://iddp.gwu.edu/conservative-dilemma
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/24/opinion/sunday/surveillance-capitalism.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/12/07/global-public-opinion-in-an-era-of-democratic-anxiety/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/04/world/ukraine-russia-war-authoritarianism.html
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/16643
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/16643
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dspd/2021/07/trust-public-institutions/
https://www.amazon.com/Merchants-Doubt-Handful-Scientists-Obscured/dp/1608193942/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1VMBHMBNSD87&keywords=Merchants+of+Doubt&qid=1646518691&sprefix=merchants+of+doubt%2Caps%2C69&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Merchants-Doubt-Handful-Scientists-Obscured/dp/1608193942/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1VMBHMBNSD87&keywords=Merchants+of+Doubt&qid=1646518691&sprefix=merchants+of+doubt%2Caps%2C69&sr=8-1
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Andrea Pető on Gender and Illiberalism
Originally published March 14, 2022

Andrea, you have been working for years on gender and populism/illiberalism, and 
more recently on issues of academic freedom in illiberal environments. Let’s begin with 
a broad question. In your 2019 introduction to the European Journal of Women’s Studies, 
you mention the gendered aspect power relations. How do these relations play out in 
contemporary politics for the populist/illiberal cases you study?

These two concepts, gender and illiberalism, have been recently connected in new ways, hence 
producing fundamentally new forms of relationality. Analyzing this connection poses various challenges 
as illiberalism has re-emerged as a viable and electorally popular response to the 2008 crises and its 
modus operandi has left academics and politicians baffled ever since. The definition of populism that 
can be applied to illiberalism as “thin-centered ideology” seemingly suggests that a lack of gender 
perspective is constituent of this novel phenomenon. As Cas Mudde has pointed out, as a “thin-
centered” ideology illiberalism requires a “host ideology” such as neoliberalism, socialism, fascism, 
authoritarianism, or even totalitarianism—depending on the political context. However, the notion of 
gender and, relatedly, gender equality, also requires a “host ideology”: it can be attached to or nested 
into liberalism, neoliberalism, socialism, communism, nationalism; Islam, Christianity, Judaism. The 
convolution of different host ideologies especially within the framework of the present culture wars 
makes the relationship of gender and illiberalism very complex. The present form of illiberalism is a 
joint result of the structural failures of the European (neo)liberal democratic project, the dark legacy of 
European history, and the complexities of the concept of gender.

The present form of illiberalism is a joint result of the structural failures 
of the European (neo)liberal democratic project , the dark legacy of 
European history, and the complexities of the concept of gender.

What are the limits of language in the study of gender? How does the English notion of 
gender contrast with other linguistic and cultural concepts of the topic?

The definition of “gender” itself is multilayered, which has caused several problems and internal 
contradictions within progressive emancipatory politics—contradictions that were later ruthlessly and 
cunningly used by illiberal forces focusing on already-existing cleavages. Gender is a concept, but also a 

https://journals-sagepub-com.proxygw.wrlc.org/doi/full/10.1177/1350506819856980








220

Conversations on Illiberalism

Ruth Wodak on Far-Right Populism and Shame
Originally published March 17, 2022

Ruth, you have been working for years on populism from a linguistic and semiotic 
perspective—an approach that remains under-studied in the global political science-
oriented discussions on populism. You recently published the second edition of your 
book The Politics of Fear, and coauthored a great paper on the notions of impoliteness 
and shameless normalization in Trump and Berlusconi press conferences. Could you 
delve into the concept of shameless normalization—how you measure or study the 
normalization process?

Well, when analyzing far-right populism (I haven’t conducted so much research and empirical work on 
left-wing populism) one always and necessarily has to consider both the form and content of utterances, 
texts, images, and so forth—that is, of semiosis. Far-right populism is NOT a matter of performance and 
rhetoric; there is always an ideological agenda involved. I wanted to integrate the approaches of political 
science and the many dimensions of ideology and history, but also to investigate how populist rhetoric is 
realized and how it is manifested in micro contexts: What do such politicians actually do beyond simply 
addressing their voters? How do they persuade their audience? Whom do they specifically address? 
How do they perform their everyday populist agenda? When doing this research, I considered and 
compared the last six years, because the first edition of my book, The Politics of Fear, appeared in 2015, 
with the second edition in 2021. So much has happened between these two editions!

One of the most interesting new phenomena is what I call normalization and shameless normalization—
normalization in the sense that many agendas of the far right have reached the mainstream, like anti-
migration, anti-asylum politics, border-politics, i.e. closing the borders for some and opening them 
for others, the imaginary of an allegedly homogenous people, a very conservative identity and gender 
politics. This is particularly true of some national-conservative parties. We were able to observe such 
normalization processes in Austria but also in the UK, a bit in the Scandinavian countries, and especially 
in the United States.

Studying normalization processes is currently particularly important because conservative parties 
support and integrate far-right agendas into their programs and into their election campaigns. This 
is the case in the UK, in Austria, and in all the Visegrád Group countries (Hungary, Czechia, Slovakia, 
and Poland); there is almost no difference anymore between the far right and traditionally Christian 

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/the-politics-of-fear/book237802
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Milada Anna Vachudova on Ethnopopulism in Europe
Originally published March 22, 2022

How profoundly is Russia’s war against Ukraine transforming Europe?

As I write this, it is already the 25th day of Russia’s brutal war against Ukraine. The world is admiring the 
incredible resilience and determination of the people, the government, and the military of Ukraine. Yet 
in Ukraine thousands of civilians are dead, towns and cities are reduced to rubble, and human suffering 
is immense as every day the Russian military pounds countless civilian targets with missiles, artillery, 
and bombs.

For Europe, you could say that everything has changed and that nothing has changed—at least not 
yet. NATO has never been more unified in its resolve to protect NATO countries; however, NATO also 
appears weak, bickering about aid to Ukraine and reassuring Putin every day that it will not interfere 
in the conflict. Western governments, led by the United States, have imposed dramatic, unprecedented 
sanctions on Russia and are sending substantial shipments of military aid to Ukraine. But the sanctions 
are full of loopholes and the air defense systems and fighter jets that Ukraine is desperately seeking 
show no signs of being delivered. Germany has perhaps changed the most. It is strategizing how to end 
its dependence on Russian gas and is asking itself how it justified enmeshing itself economically with 
the Putin regime for so long. It has sent some weapons to Ukraine, ending a longstanding practice of not 
sending weapons to conflict zones. But for now, Germany is blocking some of the toughest economic 
sanctions and is still purchasing Russian gas. Also, the quantity and quality of the weapons Germany 
has sent so far to Ukraine have been very low. The European Union (EU) has come together with a show 
of support for Ukraine and a timely promise to consider Ukraine’s application for EU membership. But 
it has a long way to go before it finds the political will again to embrace EU enlargement as one of its 
most powerful foreign policy tools and to put in the work to implement a pre-accession process that 
incentivizes high quality political, economic, and administrative reforms. Ukraine’s President Volodymyr 
Zelensky, for all of his bravery, leadership, and integrity, cannot conjure a Europe that does not exist.

For their part, ethnopopulist and far-right parties across Europe that for years openly supported the 
Putin regime are now changing their positions and distancing themselves from the Kremlin and its 
brutal war against Ukraine. But this does not mean that they are changing their ethnopopulst and anti-
pluralist appeals that vilify individuals, groups, and opposition parties they label as “culturally harmful.” 
In Hungary, Russia’s war against Ukraine may have weakened the position of Fidesz and its leader Viktor 
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Joshua A. Tait

Joshua A. Tait on American Conservatism
Originally published March 30, 2022

Joshua, you work on U.S. conservative intellectual traditions. In a recent  Twitter 
thread you offer that the right’s power will remain potent for the next couple decades—
at least. Can you describe the forces and strategies that the contemporary right has at its 
disposal to maintain its salience?

Normally, as a historian I work backwards in time, but my work has had an extra salience in the present 
political moment, and contemporary politics has inevitably informed how I see some aspects of the 
American right. In this case, I was projecting forward, which is a dangerous thing to do. But it seems to 
me we face potentially massive disruptions over the coming decades as we feel the impacts of climate 
change, aging populations, and automation. It seems likely to me these trends will create enormous 
challenges for governments as they balance economic growth, welfare provision, and immigration from 
countries substantially disrupted by climate change.

To me, the Right, both in the United States and elsewhere, has the sort rhetorical and intellectual 
tools to craft a compelling argument to certain segments of the population in the face of insecurity 
and transformation. The combination of disruption, transformation and pain creates the conditions 
where right-wing, often illiberal discourses of heroism, golden age and the threatening Other creates 
real meaning for some, even as it draws boundaries around communities. If our projections about the 
future are correct, there will be plenty of space for defending cultural homogeneity and strong borders, 
a discourse that narrows the scope of welfare or a jingoistic populism, for instance.

You recently wrote in the Bulwark about the history of American conservatives venerating 
European strongmen. Today, this is exemplified by the American right’s adulation of 
Victor Orbán, but this sentiment has historical roots with a similar fondness for Spanish 
dictator Francisco Franco. Can you talk about the ideological exchanges that are taking 
place and have taken place historically between American conservatives and European 
far-right politicians?

I probably wouldn’t use the word “venerate,” although some of the recent commentary from people like 
Tucker Carlson has come close to that level of celebration. There is excellent work about trans-Atlantic 
crossings on the far right, like Joseph Fronczak on American fascisms. But my research has primarily 

https://twitter.com/Joshua_A_Tait/status/1468057719449919489
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Tomás Gold on Illiberalism in Latin America
Originally published April 7, 2022

You have been working on illiberal movements and populism in Latin America. In your 
article “The Rise of the Contentious Right,” co-authored with Alejandro Peña, you talk 
about the ways in which historically right and left parties relate to constituents. Can you 
talk about these linkages and how they may affect populism in South America in ways 
that are different than North American or European examples? 

It has become common for social movement scholars to state that we need more studies of right-wing, 
conservative, or illiberal movements. In our paper, we argue that this problem is even more salient in 
Latin America due to two main reasons. First, most academic work has centered around democratization 
processes and resistance to neoliberalism, where social movements are understood as bottom-up 
sources of democratic innovation. And second, the progressive political experiences that took place in 
many Latin American countries during the last twenty years (the so-called “left turn” or “pink tide”) led 
to a fertile ground for the study of how this democratic impulse could be institutionalized or at least 
incorporated into political parties’ realm of activity. As a result of these trends, we know a lot about how 
movements supply leftist parties with a web of social and organizational networks that create resilient 
modes of collective association “from below.” However, we lack a framework to understand how right-
wing parties relate to social movements, and how this relationship affects their political strategies and 
positioning more generally.

In this sense, and to respond to your question, I think that the way in which right-wing parties use 
contentious political strategies in Latin America depends upon their variable capacity to mobilize core 
constituencies, which are not the same as in North America or Europe. In these regions, the right has 
historically been successful in mobilizing grievances at the grassroots level, and this is partly what 
explains the current ascendance of far-right political figures. In Latin America, conservative parties have 
traditionally relied on corporatist arrangements with elite interest groups or top-down mechanisms 
of influence and therefore had significant difficulties in constructing popular coalitions after the 
democratic transitions of the 1980s. As a result of these top-down and mediated linkages with their 
constituencies, we do not count with many studies explaining when and how rightist party elites engage 
in contentious politics.

https://doi.org/10.1017/lap.2021.23
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Aurelien Mondon and Aaron Winter

Aurelien Mondon and Aaron Winter on Illiberalism and Reactionary 
Democracy
Originally published May 11, 2022

Aurelien and Aaron, in 2020, you published a reference book, Reactionary Democracy. 
How Racism and the Populist Far Right Became Mainstream. Let’s begin by discussing a 
methodological and epistemological question. In your book, you write that “we do not 
believe objectivity in research can be achieved… we take sides.” Can you talk about the 
importance of subjectivity in research regarding the far right and how you incorporate 
that need to take a side in your book?

In our work, we try to both challenge the privileging of objectivity and apolitical neutrality and defend 
the subjective and political. For us though, this is not merely a choice between two equal positions, 
but an analysis of the ways that ‘objectivity’ is used to legitimize political, and specifically reactionary, 
arguments and identity positions  and  delegitimize critiques of these and power as ‘subjective’ or 
about ‘identity’ coming from often particularized and minoritized positions and experiences. This is 
particularly acute around race, gender and sexual identities. Related to this epistemological position, we 
also believe that you cannot be objective about racism and other forms of inequality and injustice and 
the claim to be so is itself political and wrong.

As such, our approach is based on critical research on standpoint and positionality. In our view and 
experience, claims of objectivity tend to obscure power relations and the ideological underpinnings 
behind the research undertaken. Hegemonic positioning is thus often thought of as ‘objective.’ For our 
book, this was crucial as one of the criticisms we make is about the way liberalism has been positioned 
in a normative manner and portrayed uncritically as an objective force for good and a bulwark against 
the far right and reaction, even though a simple historical analysis shows that the picture is much more 
nuanced. Unpacking and making visible the inequalities core to the current hegemony demonstrate 
clearly how its normative status is both political and problematic, particularly as reactionary forces are 
rising.

One of the criticisms we make is about the way liberalism has been 
positioned in a normative manner and portrayed uncritically as an 
objective force for good and a bulwark against the far right and reaction.

https://www.versobooks.com/books/3173-reactionary-democracy
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Rada Iveković on Nationalism and Social Transformations
Originally published May 19, 2022

Rada, you have been an acute observer of our societies’ transformations for decades. 
I would like to begin our discussion by looking at Russia’s war against Ukraine. How 
does the paradox of Russian attempts at (or claims to be engaging in) de-Nazification 
in Ukraine square with its tacit support of authoritarianism in its own space and in the 
wider context of its international affairs?

It looks like a paradox, but it is not illogical within the framework of the general confusionism of our times 
and the corresponding loss of landmarks in knowledge and political orientation. It is an epistemological 
conundrum. Everyone is logical within his or her own framework, and possible readings are multiple. 
The paradox is rather the following: throwing allegations of nazism—an extreme nationalist ideology—
at others, and then being nationalists of another nation in return!

In Putin’s highly inflational jargon, “nazi”—a general term used to demonize others—now includes 
Ukrainians, the west, and the EU. Toward “the west,” he has developed a kind of excessive, postcolonial-
like language full of simplistic invective and simple labels. In the Yugoslav war of the 1990s, Serbian 
and Croatian nationalists called each other fascists (ustashe  and  chetniks,  respectively) after the 
conflicting local quislings of the Second World War, who had collaborated with the nazis. By doing so, 
nationalist Serbs and nationalist Croats played out a remake and a replay of WWII. Putin too is staging a 
remake of WWII, which involves renaming it “The Great Patriotic War” (a renaming elaborated through 
propaganda and the reshuffling of education and of the nationalist narrative throughout his whole time 
in power) and presenting it as Russia/the USSR liberating Europe singlehandedly. The transposition of 
these names to the present flattened the historic and temporal dimension. By claiming de-nazification 
and defense, or that  the others  are fascists (or nazis) and that we must fight them for our lives, the 
architects of such accusations do the following:

1) They refer to the glorious past and make it the blueprint for the future (the Soviets lost some 25 
million people in the Second World War and shared the victory over historic nazism)—thus stopping 
history and putting World War II values first, which should make “us” great again.
2) They stick to a binary system of values and thinking—it is “us” against “them,” which alone can ensure 
“our” supremacy—and fabricate an official and exclusive line of history. We shall win, the narrative goes, 
by repeating the pattern of a sealed official history. It is a recipe that is “guaranteed” success, believed 
by a majority of Russians now, but this may change.

https://www.routledge.com/Migration-New-Nationalisms-and-Populism-An-Epistemological-Perspective/Ivekovic/p/book/9781032185279
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Seyward Darby on Women and Extremism
Originally published May 31, 2022

Seyward, in Sisters in Hate, you discuss the “soft power” that women bring to the hate 
movement. What are the different ways women’s soft power contributes to the hate 
movement and white supremacy?  And how does women’s involvement help reproduce 
the social order of these groups?

White women play many roles in the hate movement, and a key one is helping make the scene and 
its ideas seem righteous and palatable, even innocuous. As symbols and as leaders, white women are 
vessels for delivering the lie that white supremacy isn’t only, if at all, about violence and marginalizing 
people who don’t agree with the movement; it’s about family values, tradition, and caring for one’s 
own. Their presence screams: If “nice white women”—daughters, mothers, sisters—are involved, how 
bad can it be? This is a façade, but a powerful one. Women are also necessary for the hate movement’s 
societal aims, most importantly white, heterosexual marriage and procreation. Without them, the social 
order that the movement espouses could not exist. Hate cannot survive on men alone.

There is a very long history regarding the desire to control women sexuality. How does 
this play into women’s roles in reactionary movements?

Bear with me while I explain some mental gymnastics: The hate movement is a hyper-sexist space, where 
women are seen as the physically and analytically “weaker sex,” and where violence against women isn’t 
uncommon. But it is also a space where sexism is manipulated into a virtue, where women are told that 
being wives and mothers is their biological and racial destiny. Not only that, in embracing these roles, 
they’re told that they are uniquely positioned to “save” the white race from annihilation. Put another 
way, white nationalism pretends that being a wife and mother at the expense of all else is glorifying, 
political, and a matter of societal survival. By ultimately doing little, and living comfortably within those 
restrictions, women in the hate movement are told they are doing the utmost. Their wombs may be 
tools, sure, but for the propagation and protection of a superior race of humans. What kind of woman, 
white nationalists ask, wouldn’t want to play their part in building a better future with their bodies? 

The three women who are the main ‘actors’ of your book had, or have, significant online 
presences. The internet offers those in the hate movement a significant organizing and 
radicalizing tool. How do white supremacist women use the internet? Is that different 

https://www.littlebrown.com/titles/seyward-darby/sisters-in-hate/9780316487795/
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Tanja A. Börzel and Michael Zürn on Liberalism and the Postnational 
Liberal International Order
Originally published June 2, 2022

Tanja and Michael, you work on the liberal script and its contestations. How do you 
see Russia’s war against Ukraine impacting the field of liberalism? Some, like Francis 
Fukuyama, seem optimistic about liberalism getting re-energized because of the war. Do 
you share that optimism, or are you more cautious?

Putin’s war of aggression against Ukraine is not a backlash against NATO expansion encroaching on 
Russia’s security interests. What renders Ukraine a security threat to Putin’s regime is its progressing 
democratization. Putin’s demands to revoke Ukraine’s prospects for NATO membership and to unwind 
the country’s military, political, and economic relationships with Europe and the United States violate 
Ukraine’s right to collective self-determination not only regarding which allies to choose but, more 
fundamentally, which script to follow. The United States, the European Union, and other Western 
states have been united in standing up against Putin, helping Ukraine defend its freedom to choose. 
This Western unity has silenced contestations of the liberal script within liberal societies. However, the 
economic costs of the war and the sanctions against Russia are likely to fuel the grievances authoritarian 
populists have successfully mobilized in the past.

This Western unity has silenced contestations of the liberal script 
within liberal societies. However, the economic costs of the war and the 
sanctions against Russia are likely to fuel the grievances authoritarian 
populists have successfully mobilized in the past.

Precisely because the war is no strategic move to ensure Russian security but an imperial war that violates 
the most fundamental principles of the international order, the global phalanx of liberal democracies 
has closed ranks like we have not seen in 20 years. The defense of democracy and the Ukrainian people’s 
right to self-determination seems to take precedence over national interests. Global goods such as peace 
and the integrity of borders are upheld. And some of the international organizations that were thought 
to be moribund suddenly seem quite agitated: first and foremost: NATO, the European Union, and even 
the United Nations.
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Bruno Tertrais on Geopolitics and the Past
Originally published June 9, 2022

Bruno, you have published The Revenge of History (La revanche de l’histoire), a book 
devoted to the role of the past in today’s world. Do you see the “return of the past” as 
an unavoidable element of globalized societies in which everything is or seems to be 
immediate?

Yes, that is a major reason. When things spin around you, you need something to which to anchor yourself. 
We had twenty years of rapid globalization, from the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the opening of China 
to the financial crisis of the early 2010s, resulting in massive flows of people, goods, services, and data. 
Added to that was the now-constant flow of instant information and images. We can discuss whether 
history is “accelerating,” but there is an impression that it is. This has triggered identity crises around 
the world. The past is a mooring.

But it is also a “revenge” in the sense that just like individuals, states that have not come to terms with 
their past, or that have tried to push it under the rug, are inclined to be imbalanced. And they may be 
more inclined to repeat the same mistakes. One might say that countries, just like individuals, can suffer 
from neuroses… There is a kernel of truth in Santayana’s dictum that “those who cannot remember the 
past are condemned to repeat it,” although it is incomplete: it is one thing to remember the past, it is 
another to look it in the face and grapple with it. I prefer Winston Churchill, who wrote “those that fail 
to learn from history are doomed to repeat it.”

How is this “revenge of the past” connected to the notion of geopolitics? The past is not 
only about time, but also about space, correct? Why does territory matter in the nostalgia 
tsunami we are witnessing around the globe?

The past serves not only as an identity-building device, but also as a justification for a political project. 
Territory matters in three different ways. First, territory is “home.” Globalization and the rise of the 
info-or data-sphere reinforce the need for individuals and nations to feel territorially anchored. Second, 
acquiring territory—whether “lost” or “new”—is the most visually impressive instrument of imperialism. 
Third, territory is also about resources. Retreating from a globalized world means ensuring that you 
are less dependent on foreign countries for gas, for oil, for rice, for wheat. And resources may include 
population: for Russia, the annexation of Crimea meant that two million more people became citizens.

https://www.cairn.info/la-revanche-de-l-histoire--9782738136992.htm
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