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The Rebirth of the ‘Extreme Right’
in Western Europe?

BY ROGER EATWELL

SINCE the turn of the new millennium, extreme right parties have been
the subject of considerable concern.1 The most immediate cause has
been the entry into government of the Austrian Freedom Party—an
event which has aroused condemnation from fellow-European Union
governments. The Freedom Party’s leader, Jörg Haider, is notorious for
alleged Nazi sympathies (such as praising veterans of the Waffen-SS as
men of convictions). Almost as controversial are his more frequent
references to immigration, including his plan to halt further arrivals and
end the progress of multi-culturalism. Whilst Haider did not take office
in the new coalition, many fear that he remains the dominant influence
within his party. The rise of the Swiss People’s Party—in a country
which for many people is the very epitome of prosperity and democratic
stability—has also aroused concern, although in this case the issue is
not of direct concern to the EU as Switzerland is a non-member. The
People’s Party leader, Christoph Blocher, may not have praised Nazism,
but he has objected to Swiss donations to a fund for Holocaust
survivors2 and his party has ominously demonstrated how a mainstream
governing party can successfully turn to anti–immigrant politics.

The electoral successes of these two parties are far from isolated
cases. Since the mid-1980s, a variety of extreme right parties within
Western Europe have achieved notable electoral results (see Table). In
assessing extreme right electoral progress, it is important to note that
these results are gained in multi-party systems, and that extremist
parties can attract much higher votes in some areas. For instance, the
Freedom Party was only six points behind the leading party, the Social
Democrats, in the 1999 Austrian legislative elections, while in Haider’s
home state of Carinthia it came first with 42% of the votes in the 1999
Land elections. In the 1999 elections, the Swiss People’s Party gained
38% in Appenzell canton.

Yet at the turn of the 1980s, extreme right parties had seemed
destined for political oblivion. Symptomatic of their position was the
French National Front, which had been formed in 1972 under the
leadership of Jean-Marie Le Pen. The early development of this party
was influenced by two foreign models. The first was Italian Social
Movement (MSI): launched in 1946 by lower ranking unrepentant
Fascists, at the turn of the 1970s it had apparently successfully broad-
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Recent Parliamentary Elections: % of the Vote

Austria Austrian Freedom Party
(FPÖ)

27% (1999)

Belgium Flemish Block (Vlaams
Blok)

16% (1999 Flanders Parliament)

Denmark Danish Popular Party 7% (1998)
France National Front (Front

National)
15% (1997)

Germany German People’s Union
(DVU)

13% (1998 Saxony-Anhalt Landtag)

Italy National Alliance
(Alleanza Nazionale)

16% (1996)

Northern League (Lega
Nord)

10% (1996 Italian Parliament)

Norway Progress Party 15% (1997)
Switzerland Swiss People’s Party (SVP) 23% (1999)

ened its appeal by forging greater electoral links with conservatives.
The second was the British National Front: formed in 1967 from an
amalgamation of fascists and more conservative racists, the party was a
pioneer exponent of anti-‘immigrant’ politics. However, the latter—
after briefly threatening a major breakthrough in some urban areas—
went down to humiliating defeat in the 1979 British general election.
Although the collapse was not as dramatic, the MSI also quickly faded
during the late 1970s. The French National Front initially made no
electoral headway: in 1981, Le Pen could not even gather the 500
official signatures necessary to run in that year’s presidential elections.
Yet just three years’ later, it had achieved a breakthrough, when it won
10% of the vote in elections to the European Parliament—thus com-
mencing a presence unbroken to this day. The Front went on to become
a model for many parties, combining fervent nationalism, opposition to
immigration, and a populist hostility to the political establishment. By
1994, the Italian Social Movement, reborn as the National Alliance,
had captured 14% of the vote and supplied five ministers for the new
Italian centre-right coalition government. Intriguingly, it did this with-
out attracting the major furore which has surrounded the entry of
Haider’s party into office.

In Scandinavia, the 1970s witnessed the birth of another new party
which was to inspire others. The prototype was the Danish Progress
Party, formed in 1972 by tax lawyer Mogens Glistrup, who had failed
to win a nomination to run for the conservative party. Glistrup’s party
went on to win 16% of the vote in the 1973 elections, becoming
Denmark’s second largest party. It campaigned largely on an anti-big
state, populist programme. It was helped too by anti-European senti-
ment, which remained a notable feature of public opinion after Den-
mark joined the European Economic Community in 1973. A prominent
aspect of its appeal was opposition to welfare for those unwilling to
work. By the late 1970s, this theme was increasingly linked with anti–
immigrant politics. However, during the early 1980s it virtually col-
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lapsed, partly as a result of schisms. Although it had never enjoyed the
spectacular opening success of its Danish brother, a similar decline
befell the Norwegian Progress Party, which had been founded in 1973.
But by 1997, the Norwegian party had won a record 15% of the poll.
And at the turn of 2000, the Danish Popular Party—which had emerged
from a split in Denmark’s Progress Party—had a rating of over 15% in
opinion polls, making it the third most popular party.

During the 1990s, two other important new right parties went on to
notable electoral success, although their impact abroad was smaller
than that of the French National Front and Danish Progress Party. In
Italy, the Northern League combined anti-big state economics with
anti–immigrant politics, which were initially aimed more at southern
Italians than non-nationals. In Belgium, the Flemish Block was much
less committed to rolling back the state economically, and by the late
1980s was far more committed to anti-(coloured) immigrant politics.
But these two parties shared one feature in common—an attempt to
forge a sense of ethnically pure community, legitimised by history. They
were micro-nationalist parties, seeking as a minimum to become part of
new federal states—and many of their leaders were more intent on
separate statehood. By the late 1990s, the Flemish Block had the
support of 30% of voters in the major city of Antwerp. In Italian towns
such as Bergamo, the Northern League could match or better this score.

Nevertheless, it is important not to overstate the progress of extreme
right parties during the 1990s. In countries like Ireland, Portugal and
Spain there has been no significant extreme right party during this
period. In other countries, support has been relatively weak, or erratic.
Whilst the British National Party (BNP)—a British National Front
clone—achieved a much-publicised victory in a 1993 local election in
Millwall, this proved its electoral highpoint. The 56 BNP candidates in
the 1997 general election averaged only 1% of the vote, with a best
constituency performance of almost 8%. In Germany, the Republika-
ner, who emerged from a split within the mainstream Christian Social
Union, won 7% of the vote in the 1989 European elections. Yet they
lost their representation in the 1994 and 1999 elections and have
recently polled more like 1–2% in national elections. The German
People’s Union, whose extensive publications reveal a marked fascina-
tion with Nazism and the Second World War, gained a record 13% of
the vote in the 1998 Saxony-Anhalt Land elections. Only months later,
in the Bundestag elections, the Union won just 1% of the national vote.

Moreover, the French National Front split during 1998–99—with
one wing led by Le Pen and the other by Bruno Mégret, who was keen
to take the Front into closer agreement with the mainstream right
(influenced by the Italian example after 1993). The two wings gained
only 6% and 3% of the vote respectively in the 1999 European
elections. The main beneficiaries were Charles Pasqua’s and Phillipe de
Villiers’s new Rally for France (whose name echoed the post-1958
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Gaullist party), which offered a more sanitised version of the Front’s
programme. This loose grouping was rewarded with 13% of the vote,
making it France’s second party to the Socialists on 22%. Whilst the
Italian Northern League has not formally split, it too has suffered
schisms, not least over its growing opposition to globalisation and
laissez faire capitalism. Its vote in the 1999 European elections dropped
to just 5% (although it recovered in the 2000 regional elections).

These opening observations point to two broad issues which form the
focus of this lead article in Parliamentary Affairs new thematic issue on
the extreme right in Europe.3 Firstly, there is the problem of typology,
which is considered in the section which follows. What exactly do these
parties have in common? Surely the extreme right is remarkably diverse,
including parties with a clear fascist heritage together with others which
have no links whatsoever with this tradition? The issue is not simply one
of direct lineage: there appear to be major programmatic differences
between the parties, for instance over managing the economy. The
second broad issue, which forms the main focus of this article, is to what
extent do these parties represent a major challenge to the stability of
West European party systems? This question is separated into two
sections: the first considers theories of party system stability at the turn
of the new millennium, while the second looks more specifically at
approaches to extreme right electoral performance.

Typological conundrums: an ‘extremist’ party family?
Whereas many party families are characterised by common names—
such as ‘communist’, ‘green’, or ‘socialist’—the extreme right is more
of an extended family in which different nomenclatures abound. Some
of the parties do not even accept that they are right-wing, often claiming
that they represent a ‘neither left nor right’/‘third way’ position. A
further classificatory problem stems from the fact that many of the
parties, especially those with fascist factions, have good reasons to hide
their exact paternity. Partly as a result of this, there can be a disjunction
between what is said in public and what appears to hold sway in a
party’s inner circles. Moreover, party platforms can change notably
over time as a result of tactical concerns or changing circumstance (such
as the dramatic decline in the salience of anti-communism).

Especially among journalists, there has been a tendency to employ a
plethora of terms to categorise this group of parties: ‘fascist’, ‘neo-nazi’,
‘extreme right’, ‘ultra right’, ‘radical right’ and ‘far right’ are the most
common synonyms.4 Conceptual inflation is frequently accompanied by
a thesaurus-like tendency to substitute terms: an ‘extreme right’ is thus
followed by a ‘far right’, and so on. Only rarely has any attempt been
made to distinguish between different forms of this family. The best
known classification comes from the German Office for the Protection
of the Constitution, which since the early 1970s has distinguished
between a dangerously anti-democratic ‘extreme’ right and a ‘radical’
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right which questions fundamental aspects of the liberal democratic rule
of law but does not ultimately seek its displacement. Heuristically, the
distinction is useful, but the typology has been adopted by few outside
Germany—partly because of the increasing difficulty of drawing neat
lines between these ‘rights’.

For some time after 1945, ‘radical right’ was the preferred academic
term for groups which shared an affinity with pre-war fascism but
which were not necessarily identical. Although this term is still used by
some commentators,5 it has gradually fallen from favour. One reason
for this was the rise after the 1960s of a radical neo-conservatism in
countries such as the USA and Britain, challenging the postwar statist-
welfare consensus which had encompassed much of the moderate right.
There were undoubtedly affinities between Thatcherism in particular
and the historic ‘radical right’, including an emphasis on strong leader-
ship, nationalism and even a willingness to dabble in racist politics.
Nevertheless, including radical neo-conservatism in a family of parties
which also included fascists seemed to stretch the concept of the ‘radical
right’ too far.

During the 1960s and 1970s, ‘extreme right’ largely came to replace
‘radical right’ as the main academic generic term.6 Initially, advocacy of
violence was at the heart of most definitions of the extremist party
family. This has now largely been dropped as a necessary requirement
because there are no electorally-significant parties in western Europe
which openly support domestic political violence—although it could be
argued that anti–immigrant politics encourages racial violence and
harassment. Four features currently figure most prominently in aca-
demic definitions of the extreme right: hostility to democracy; racism;
support for the strong state; and nationalism. Yet on this check-list, all
of the parties in the above table—with the debatable exception of the
German People’s Union—are not ‘extremist’ when judged on their
public statements. Substituting ‘anti-parliamentarian’ for ‘anti-demo-
cratic’ would be more inclusive because parliaments and their multi-
party systems are often attacked as divisive and encouraging cabals of
vested interests. Nevertheless, typological problems would still remain
as none of the above parties openly states that it seeks to abolish
constitutional government—although they often advocate reform, such
as strong presidential and plebiscitary systems.

Even racism can be dressed up in the language of democracy by using
the ‘new racist’ concept of majoritarian reasonableness (‘its only natural
that most people in France do not want Muslim girls attending schools
in traditional garb, a symbol of female oppression’). In sophisticated
contemporary propaganda, racism based on hierarchy (‘blacks are
stupid’) is replaced by the concept of irreconcilable cultural difference
—although there are signs in fields such as genetics of a return to what
might be termed ‘racial science’, which may relegitimise older forms of
racism.
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Some academics have sought to distinguish between ‘old’ and ‘new’
extreme right parties, mainly in relation to their links to the fascist
tradition.7 This approach highlights the fact that, outside a fringe of
coteries and groupuscules, there is now little overt positive reference to
the fascist tradition. However, the old-new typology has weaknesses.
For instance, has the Italian National Alliance really deserted the fascist
path? Its self-description as ‘post-fascist’ is certainly ambiguous, not
least as it could point to the possibility of a fascist tradition which is
renewing and modernising itself—in the way that big state socialism
has been forced to do. Moreover, the typology is weak in terms of
setting out what is the core ideological bond between the ‘new’ extreme
right parties. Arguably the most common claim is that these parties are
‘anti-system’. This is usually understood to refer both to parties which
are overtly hostile to the system and to ones which would in practice
undermine the liberal democratic system.8 However, extreme right
parties like the Italian National Alliance, Northern League and Austrian
Freedom Party have recently achieved office at the national level, and it
is far from clear that their activities will undermine the system. It could
even be argued, especially in the case of the Northern League, that they
have raised legitimate democratic issues which were being ignored by
the establishment.9

Partly as a result of these problems, there has been a growing
tendency to use the term ‘populist’ to refer to a subgroup of extremist
parties or to a separate family.10 Most typically, the term ‘populism’
denotes a particular political style, including charismatic leadership and
anti-establishment rhetoric. It can refer to voter-driven politics, where
parties offer the electorate what is popular. It can refer to a vaguely-
defined set of beliefs, most notably the quest for a more activist style of
democracy—especially the use of referendums, which in Switzerland
have on several occasions since the 1960s rallied extensive anti–immi-
grant sentiment. These traits unquestionably point to important facets
of parties like the Freedom Party or Northern League. But the populist
typology has at least two major problems. Firstly, some of these traits
can be founded in parties which are not normally classed as ‘populist’
—for instance, Silvio Berlusconi’s conservative Go Italy (Forza Italia—
the dominant partner in the 1994 Italian coalition with the National
Alliance and the Northern League) or Tony Blair’s New Labour.
Secondly, both the emphasis on style and voter-oriented approaches
divert attention from the fact the extreme right family of parties does
have a common core doctrine. This is nationalism—which is often
expressed through a demonisation of the ‘Other’ as much as by a
precise definition of the sacred homeland. Indeed, this nationalism is
sometimes implicit more than explicit, a reflection of the taboos which
until recently have surrounded proselytising nationalist doctrine in some
countries.

To be more precise, it is a particular form of nationalism which is
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held in common by the extreme right. There are various ideological
forms of nationalism, but it is useful to separate ‘liberal’ from ‘holistic’
nationalism. Liberalism is modern—it is rationalistic, individualistic,
pluralistic and concerned with tolerance and rights. Holistic nationalism
is not. It is often based on an ethnic conception of the nation, although
it can encompass a statist form in which assimilation into the ‘home’
culture is acceptable. Holistic nationalism thus stresses conversion,
expulsion or worse of the ‘Other’ and the defence of a traditional
conception of community. Whilst it cannot be ‘liberal democratic’, it
can be ‘democratic’ in the sense that freedom is held to be possible
precisely because society is so homogenous. Dissent is likely to be
within limited bounds—a key proposition in ‘direct democratic’
thought. ‘Democratic racsim’ is thus not a contradiction in terms.

This emphasis on nationalism also helps explain why parties with
apparently dissimilar economic policies can be grouped in the same
party family. The main distinctive feature of the socio-economic policy
of such parties is the belief that the fruits of the national economy
should first and foremost benefit their own people (‘national preference’
in the language of the French National Front). The issue is not simply
one of free markets versus statism: the central debate concerns what is
in the interests of the ‘true’ community. In some countries, where the
state has arguably taken on too great a role in economic management,
extreme right parties stress economic salvation through a more market
economy. Examples of such states would be Austria, Italy and France,
which—at the risk of hyperbole—could be compared with some of the
more market-oriented Soviet-bloc statist economies. But there is no
fundamental commitment to markets in the sense of liberal values
(individualism, economic inegalitarianism, internationalism and so on).
The underlying extremist Weltanschauung is based more on features
such as family, religion and distrust of outsiders. Whilst most extreme
right parties are opposed to a more federal Europe on nationalist
grounds, there are some which celebrate a ‘Europe of the nation states’
creed based on the realisation that single states are now too small to
buck globalisation. Even federalism can appeal to micro-nationalist
groups, like the Northern League or Flemish Block, which seek to
bypass the existing state. Fascist coteries too can be attracted to the
idea of a ‘new Europe’, a central theme in Hitler’s Waffen SS and some
pre-1945 Italian Fascist propaganda. The appeal of ‘Fortress Europe’
should, therefore, not be underestimated for the extreme right.

Emphasising a particular type of extremist nationalism does not mean
that it is always easy to operationalise the definition. The ‘liberal’ and
‘holistic’ conceptions of the nation have been presented above as binary
opposites, but in practice the distinctions relate more to placement
along a spectrum. Support for tradition, for example, is rarely accom-
panied by a complete rejection of ‘modernisation’. Indeed, synthesis of
opposites has been a key ideological theme of sections of the extreme
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right, especially fascism.11 Moreover, liberal nationalism has been pre-
sented as a pure ‘ideal type’. In practice, it too defines identity in
relation to an ‘Other’ and encompasses notable elements of tradition as
well as modernity. For example, micro-nationalisms such as Catalan or
Scottish are not normally seen as extremist, but nor are they entirely
liberal. They rely on an element of mythology, demonising the outsider
and so on. Moreover, the rise of this ‘acceptable’ form of nationalism
has helped legitimise nationalism more generally.

These arguments point to two major problems involved in producing
a clear categorisation of the ‘extreme right’. The first concerns the fact
that whilst there is a core doctrine, there are many varieties of extrem-
ism. Even the fascist form can be subdivided in several ways. For
example, within the Italian Social Movement there were divisions
between those who sought to return to the social radicalism of the
immediate post-1919 movement, and those who espoused a more
conservative regime version of the fascist synthesis. The second problem
which emerges from the analysis above is that some members of this
family of parties do not seem especially ‘extreme’. Moreover, some
‘extremist’ policies can be found in mainstream parties. The last point
is an important perspective when it comes to understanding why
‘extremism’ is now featuring centre-stage in some countries.

Party systems: towards a new instability?
The predominant view among party system experts has been that
mainstream parties are not under major threat from new challengers.12

This view typically argues that during the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries parties grew up around social cleavages, such as religion, class
or region. Often these divisions involved bitter animosities which helped
freeze party systems along structural lines. Indeed, a common claim has
been that the party systems which had emerged by the interwar period
remained in many countries largely unchanged two generations later if
judged in terms of party families rather than specific party-continuity
(for instance Britain, France, Netherlands, Scandinavia).13 The tendency
towards stability was reinforced after 1945 by the fact that west
European societies became less socially divided, more economically
equal. This process provided fewer opportunities for insurgent parties
to exploit grievances, although occasional ‘flash’ movements rose and
quickly fell by playing on transitory grievances.

Moreover, mainstream parties after 1945 frequently became ‘catch-
all’ parties (like the German Christian Democrats), less concerned with
ideological purism than with vote-maximisation. They therefore fought
for the centre ground. This opened political space on both the left and
right, which in proportional representation systems especially could
lead to extremist representation in parliaments (the Italian Social Move-
ment, and especially the French and Italian communists). But as voters
were clustered near the centre, such parties could not grow significantly
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in most countries. When insurgent parties picked up issues with a wider
resonance, mainstream parties usually defused them by incorporating
elements of the new platforms into their own programmes. Thus the
1980–90s witnessed a ‘greening’ of parties, especially centre-left ones,
while the moderate right became more attuned to anti–immigrant and
nationalist sentiment (for instance Gaullism, Thatcherism and most
recently the Swiss People’s Party).

A further pointer as to why mainstream parties have stayed large can
be found in the concept of the ‘cartel party’.14 These are parties which,
unlike the classic socialist ‘mass party’ (for instance British Labour), are
largely divorced from civil society. Like the classic ‘notable party’, they
tend to have small or inactive memberships. Instead, they develop
strong links with the state and benefit from aspects such as state funding
of parties or the ability to use public patronage to further support
(historic examples would include most First Republic governing Italian
parties, although the Christian Democrats also had strong civil links
through the Catholic Church). In some cases, these powers included the
ability to manipulate the state radio and television agenda.

However, social change is producing new cleavages. Of these, the
most important result from: changing class structures; the rise of post-
materialist values; and the growth of globalisation. Class structure has
changed as new stratifications have emerged. Few workers are now to
be found in the old staples, such as mining, steelmaking or shipbuild-
ing. A new class of flexible, less-unionised, ‘post-Fordist’ workers has
emerged. The middle-class, too, has both grown and changed, includ-
ing many who rose from the working-class. Running across social class
are other cleavages, such a public versus private sector workers, or
those employed in older manufacturing industry versus those who
work in new high-tech industries. As a result, voters have become
more dealigned in traditional class terms. With a decline in the guid-
ance provided by traditional group norms, voters are increasingly lined
up in terms of a more complex pattern of issue and value cleavages.
They are also attracted to charismatic sources of authority, to individ-
uals who seem to provide an authoritative guide to the dangerous
future.

Post-materialism refers to the process by which some people, having
fulfilled material needs and wants, turn to ‘higher’ values concerning
the quality of life.15 These may be political and relate to demands for
more active forms of participation, or they may relate to specific issues
like ecologism and feminism. The emergence of the latter agenda
especially has little appeal for many working-class voters, in particular
males who remain focused on more material concerns (compare the old
socialist agenda of full employment, wages and welfare with the new
‘left’). Given that centre-left parties have often been influenced by post-
material agendas, a growing rift appears to be emerging with a major
section of their classic support. Voters have become more dealigned
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from mainstream parties as well as social class. Their views are also less
clearly clustered around a well-defined centre.

The third major form of structural change is globalisation. This refers
both to an economic and a cultural process. Economically, the world is
becoming more interlinked through growing trade, a process which
poses a major threat to high-wage economies unless they have features
such as very high productivity and low taxes. Indeed, the threat has
already become reality as unemployment rates have risen in most
European countries since the mid-1980s. Culturally, globalisation
threatens a McDonald’s world, a standardisation around American
corporate and social values. These changes are producing a bifurcation
between people who see new opportunities (especially the more edu-
cated, or those in efficient industries) and those who feel threatened by
such change (particularly the unskilled and semi-skilled).16 The latter
seem increasingly attracted to welfare chauvinist politics as a means
of protecting living standards. Moreover, globalisation encourages a
politics of identity, an attempt to find a harbour of calm in a turbulent
sea of hyper-change. Although this mainly affects the working-class,
more affluent voters, too, can be threatened by these changes. If a
factory closes, it is not simply the manual workers who lose jobs: the
managers, and those whose employment is in any way related to this
factory, also become unemployed or lose income. The quest for identity
among the middle-class may even be stronger because the more edu-
cated and higher paid are those who are most likely to have been
influenced by the post-material agenda and its quest for a new meaning
in life.

These structural processes have been reinforced by the way in which
voters have become not simply dealigned but disillusioned with main-
stream parties. The declining turnout in most elections is witness to this
(and to the wider process of dealignment). There are several reasons for
this growing alienation from politics. A general factor concerns the loss
of faith in old ideologies, particularly the ability of socialism to deliver
its classic promises. The old moderate conservatism based on the
relatively big state and welfare has also been under challenge. Another
factor concerns the collapse of communism, which had a notable effect
on the right in some countries. In Italy especially, it removed the very
rationale for the Christian Democrats, as Christian Democracy has
always been a somewhat uneasy coalition of reactionaries and liberal
reformers. The decline of communism has had a further, less noticed
effect. Before the turn of the 1990s, democracy in the West was largely
celebrated by demonising the ‘Other’—namely communism. Since the
collapse of communism, the democratic spotlight has turned around:
liberal democracy itself has come under scrutiny and in many ways
been found wanting—a process begun with the earlier challenge of
post-materialism to the ‘limited politics’ which lies at the heart of liberal
democracy. Growing tales of corruption and malpractice among politi-
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cians, most spectacularly in Italy at the turn of the 1990s, have
especially alienated voters and encouraged electoral volatility. The rise
of the latter trait is well-demonstrated by the fact that more voters
made up their minds how to vote in the final stages of the 1999
Austrian European elections than in any previous election.

These misdeeds have often been trumpeted by the media, which
points to another problem for the stability of party systems. In the
classic party system model, parties themselves set the agenda: they
decided what were the great issues of the day. They set out this agenda
for voters through party organisation, mass meetings and in some cases
party journals. Parties today play less of a role in setting the agenda.
Pressure groups, especially single issue ones (like Greenpeace), now help
to ‘educate’ the public. Young people in particular often find these their
preferred vehicle for political activism. The result is less emphasis on
aggregation and compromise, which intra-party activity encourages,
and more emphasis on faith and commitment. Whilst this could be
interpreted as a commendable moral turn in a world of cynical consen-
sus, it also threatens to make coalition formation and stable government
more problematic.

The media play an arguably even greater role than pressure groups in
setting the agenda. This has some important implications for party
system development. First, the media tend to be in the hands of business
corporations. Where media ownership is part of globalised business (for
instance, Rupert Murdoch), it is unlikely to favour the nationalist (or
Fortress Europeanist) extreme right. But editorially-interventionist own-
ers with more national-based interests (such as Berlusconi) may see
advantages in setting an agenda which helps the extreme right. There
seems little doubt that the National Alliance’s emergence as a legitimate
and rising party in Italy during 1993–94 owed a significant debt to
coverage by Berlusconi’s media empire (Berlusconi was especially influ-
enced by his campaign to create a new centre-right coalition to replace
Christian Democracy, which collapsed at the turn of the 1990s).
Secondly, the media tend to personalise politics, probably reflecting the
belief that personalities particularly appeal to the average reader/viewer.
Given that extremist parties often have charismatic leaders, these can
sometimes gain access to media which might otherwise be hostile to the
extreme right. Good examples of the ability to exploit such opportunit-
ies would be Haider, Le Pen and Franz Schönhuber of the Republikaner,
a popular Bavarian television presenter before turning to politics in the
early 1980s. Even hostile publicity can be useful, although there are
dangers as Le Pen discovered after his well-publicised comments about
the Holocaust as ‘a detail of history’, which seemed to imply support
for Holocaust Denial views. The National Front’s standing in polls
slumped and, whilst it later picked up, publicity of this type probably
made it difficult for it to fulfil its potential of attracting the 25–35% of
French voters who seemed to agree with most of its core policies.
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The arguments outlined in this section highlight the great socio-
economic changes which have been taking place in western Europe.
However, it is a serious mistake to argue that these processes alone can
offer an explanation for the rise of the extreme right. These changes are
affecting all west European states, but only some have major extreme
right parties. Moreover, these movements have often made sudden
breakthroughs, a trait which is hard to explain by a primarily socio-
structural argument.

For instance, there is only a weak correlation between aggregate
levels of unemployment and extremist voting. As unemployment rose
dramatically in Britain during the early 1980s, extreme right support
collapsed. More recently, Spain—with one of the highest unemploy-
ment rates in Europe—has seen little extremist activity. Conversely, the
recent success of the extreme right in Austria and Switzerland has taken
place in countries with relatively low unemployment rates. At the
individual level, there is some connection between unemployment and
extremist voting, and—whilst difficult to measure—there may be an
even stronger correlation with a rising fear of unemployment. Neverthe-
less, the correlation is relatively weak and does not support simplistic
theses such as rising unemployment alone leads to extremism.

Nor is there a clear connection between the extent of post-material
values, or hostility to post-materialism, and the size of the extreme right
vote. In the 1970s, the British National Front appeared on the verge of
making an electoral breakthrough in a country with relatively low post-
material values. Conversely, the Netherlands has high post-material
values and a relatively small extreme right. Nor is there a simple
correlation with the success of green politics: Germany has produced
Europe’s most consistently successful Green Party, but the extreme right
there has in general not performed well electorally. Indeed, it is a
serious mistake to see all extreme right parties as opposed to post-
material issues. The Austrian Freedom Party, for instance, has for many
years promoted ecological concerns and appears to be genuinely con-
cerned with the issue (unlike some extreme right parties, for whom
ecologism is another surrogate form of anti–immigrant politics: ‘this
land is our land’, ‘blood and soil’).

Similar points could be made about the other changes noted above.
These are generalisations which hold more or less true of all west
European countries. What is needed is a more finely-tuned account
which can explain the uneven contemporary resurgence of the extreme
right—and offer pointers to whether this represents a fundamental crisis
of party systems.

Explaining extreme right electoral support
A full explanation of the successes and failure of extreme right parties
requires a strong national perspective. The French National Front’s
breakthrough in the mid-1980s, for instance, did not simply stem from
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the party’s increasing use of anti–immigrant rhetoric. Other important
causes included the economic crises which afflicted the post-1981
Socialist-Communist coalition and President Mitterrand’s attempts to
split the right. Explanations of extreme right success also require a local
as well as national dimension. The Italian Northern League in the
1990s has attracted very different levels of support in apparently similar
socio-economic areas. An important factor which helps to explain this
is the dense nature of extended family networks where, if one (often
young) person became an ardent convert, whole families could follow.17

In spite of the importance of the national and local perspectives, a
variety of general arguments have been put forward to explain the
revival of the extreme right. As with much social science ‘theory’, there
is some overlap between approaches (and with many of the theories
outlined in the previous general party system section of this article).
The theorists’ main task is, therefore, not so much to find a unique
cause as to isolate an approach which is seen as particularly insightful.

Arguably the most common thesis has been the protest explanation
of extreme right voting. This holds that these parties lack any serious
ideology. Their ‘supporters’ are mainly expressing discontent with the
mainstream parties, and there is little or no social structure to the
extremist vote. It is easy to find empirical support for the first aspect of
this thesis. Swiss polls during 1999 revealed a rising swell of resentment
about issues such as the failure of the political class to counter world
criticism of Switzerland’s role in the Second World War, and the arrival
of Kosovan and other asylum seekers. Haider’s supporters are especially
likely to state that they are voting against the governing parties,
especially the Social Democrats who had dominated Austrian politics
since the end of the war.

However, the protest vote thesis has a variety of problems. One stems
from the fact that it is possible to make both a protest and a rational
choice in terms of voting. For instance, polls clearly show that Flemish
Block voters do not like mainstream parties and the Belgian state, but
many have chosen the party precisely because they are attracted to its
policies. In most countries, there is a choice of parties which could be
considered anti-system (such as extreme left and many green parties).
However, it is the extreme right which has recently been showing signs
of making major breakthroughs. For the protest theory to hold as the
major explanation, it would be necessary, firstly, for voters to choose a
party which is not ideologically close to them and, secondly, to have no
interest in whether the party is likely to exercise influence. Neither
condition appears to be correct. Extremist voters are most typically
holistic nationalists, but often they will not support a party with such
an ideology if its prospects seem hopeless.

A further major problem for the protest theory is that support for
extremist parties has recently tended to be far from transient and
lacking in social structure. During the 1980s, when the first major signs
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of extreme right revival became clear, these parties had most typically
recruited from centre-right supporters or people who were normally
non-voters. Sociologically, they tended to be strongest among males,
older voters, and within the small business and artisan sectors of the
economy. Aspects of this profile remained important in the 1990s,
especially the male-oriented side (though there are exceptions, for
instance the Northern League). But during the 1990s, the extreme right
has posed a growing threat to centre-left parties. Indeed, it could pose
an even greater threat were it not for the fact that old social institutions,
such as trade unions and extreme left parties, have not totally lost their
hold over a section of the working-class—and ‘fascism’ has been their
historic No1 Public Enemy.

In the first ballot of the 1995 French presidential elections, Le Pen
attracted more working-class votes than any other candidate—and he
had notable potential for further gains in some communist areas.18 In
February 2000, Haider even claimed that the Freedom Party had
replaced the Social Democrats as the true defenders of Austria’s work-
ing-class. Whilst such rhetoric has to be understood within the context
of his campaign to play down extremism, Haider was also pointing to
the way in which his party’s anti-EU and anti–immigrant policies
promised protection for many workers. Moreover, there are signs that
a realignment of support may be taking place. By the mid-1990s, the
National Front supporters were the most loyal in France. Although the
recent divisions within the Front have changed this, it is important not
to gloss over the potential for extreme right parties to become the new
party of a major section of the working-class. This is likely to become
stronger as social atomisation grows and old community ties to the left,
for example through unions, further weaken.

An approach which purports to explain this working-class support is
the single issue theory. It places considerable emphasis on the attractive-
ness of anti–immigrant politics, or issues which can by closely related
to this (such as law and order or welfare ‘generosity’). Haider provides
an excellent case study in the deployment of such colourful language.
In the 1999 European elections, he argued that the EU’s eastwards
expansion polices would open Austria’s borders to a flood of new
immigrants, which he characterised as in effect declaring war on his
country. Certainly opinion polls have consistently shown that race-
related issues are among those which most concern extreme right voters.
They also have a resonance far beyond those who support these parties.

The single issue approach implies that extreme right parties will do
especially well at times when there are major concerns about immigra-
tion, at either the national or more local level. There is a rough fit for
the former argument. In Britain, the two mini-peaks of National Front
voting during the 1970s came after the arrival of Ugandan and Mala-
wian expelled ‘Asians’—events which attracted considerable media
coverage. In Germany, the Republikaner did well in the early 1990s as
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the number of asylum seekers rose dramatically. However, the Repub-
likaner made their first breakthrough in 1989, when immigration was
not a major public issue—and the number arriving in (West) Germany
was relatively small. Turning to the more local level, there is evidence
that extreme right voting is strongest in areas which border concentra-
tions of immigrants and that support rises following new arrivals.
However, the exact relationship between the presence of immigrants
and extremist voting remains contested among academics. Extreme
right parties can even be strong in areas where there are few immigrants.

Arguably, the most fundamental problem with the single issue thesis
stems from the fact that the most significant extreme right parties do
have broad programmes, covering more than race-related matters. The
French National Front, for example, has put forward a variety of well-
publicised and relatively detailed policies on economic and social mat-
ters. The Italian Northern League may have been chameleon-like and
at times rabble-rousing, but it raised important issues about the role of
the state. During February 2000, Forza Italia and even the National
Alliance, previously a strong supporter of the unitary state, moved
notably towards a form of federalism for Italy. There is little evidence
that immigration was the major cause of voting for the Northern
League in the 1990s. Even the National Front, the archetypal anti–
immigrant party, is supported by many French voters more for its broad
ideological package—although it is important to stress that voter
motivation varies even in the case of one party.

These points raise the possibility that a key to the success of extreme
right parties may lie in the particular combination of policies which
they put forward. The most influential version of this ‘supply side’
theory holds that old-type extreme right parties, which support highly
statist economics and usually have clear links with the fascist tradition,
are not as attractive as new parties which combine anti–immigrant
politics with a more free-market appeal. This ‘winning formula’
approach certainly contains some insights. In particular, any clear
connection with the fascist tradition tends to delegitimise parties outside
an alienated fringe of voters (hence the desire of ‘anti-fascists’ to pin
the ‘fascist’ and especially ‘nazi’ label on these parties, regardless of
whether they can accurately be labelled this way). Overt racism of the
traditional type also tends to deter more moderate voters who share
concerns about immigration.

However, a comparative study of European parties during the 1980s
and 1990s reveals that there is no fixed, magic winning formula. The
German People’s Union has achieved some success in spite of its
relatively clear connection with the Nazi tradition. It could be countered
that this is more a flash party, and that they key issue is the policy of
parties like the French National Front before its split or the Austrian
Freedom Party and the Italian National Alliance—parties whose sup-
port is more solid. Even so, problems remain for the winning formula
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thesis. The National Front since the 1980s has if anything become more
critical of markets, especially globalisation. The National Alliance has
moved in the other direction—and its basic support does not rely on
anti–immigrant appeals. But the main point is that the free market
nature of these parties is overstated: it is based on a confusion between
support for laissez faire economics and values, with a more populist
attack on the big state. As has already been noted, extreme right parties
do not support the former.

During the 1990s, a growing number of academics adopted a ‘politi-
cal opportunity structure’ approach to the problem of extreme right
support. This theory focuses on the actions and programmes of main-
stream parties, together with the ‘openness’ of political institutions to
insurgent parties. Institutional aspects include whether there is a pro-
portional electoral system and the precise rules which allow small
parties to gain representation and/or funding. For instance, The French
National Front made its national breakthrough in the 1984 European
elections in which voting was for a national party list; Mitterrand
subsequently altered the electoral system for the National Assembly to
regional lists in order to help consolidate the National Front list. Other
institutional aspects include the power to ban or brand parties. The
German Office for the Protection of the Constitution can effectively
delegitimise a party by officially labelling it ‘extreme’ (although this
does not mean a party will necessarily fail to attract significant support,
as the German People’s Union case shows). German law since the 1970s
has also banned public employees from membership of extremist
parties.

The political opportunity structure approach holds that extremist
parties are especially likely to make a breakthrough when the main-
stream parties cluster around the centre and fail to pick up issues which
are of growing voter appeal. Good examples would be the extremists’
ability to find political space in relation to anti–immigrant sentiment
and recent hostility to the European Union. However, the extreme right
can be helped by other developments within mainstream politics. One
concerns the rise of Anglo-American New Right attacks on the state.
Whilst these had less resonance in continental Europe, they pointed to
the possibility of legitimate attacks on the postwar consensus at a time
of growing doubts about future prosperity. A second concerns the way
in which the mainstream can legitimise extremism more directly.

The rise of the Italian National Alliance after 1993 was undoubtedly
helped by the way in which the President was willing to allow the ‘post-
Fascists’ in from the cold, accepting that they could be made part of a
new democratic centre-right (unlike the Austrian President in
1999–2000, who was clearly more suspicious of the Freedom Party).
More generally, the extreme right can be legitimised when political
discourse, especially on the centre-right, becomes contaminated by its
themes, notably ones related to immigration. At times this can tempor-
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arily defuse the insurgent movement, as happened in 1991–92 when the
German Christian Democrats picked up the issue of constitutional
reform to limit the arrival of asylum seekers. But the technique can
backfire too. When in 1997, the Hamburg Social Democrats adopted
policies such as opposition to the Euro and stricter treatment of foreign
criminals, it was the German People’s Union which was the main
beneficiary locally. In the long run, the mainstream parties play with
fire when they adopt anti–immigrant themes—unless they are willing to
deliver on their promises.

The primary purpose of this article is not to develop a new theory of
extreme right support. However, the preceding arguments point
towards what might be termed a three dimensional view of electoral
breakthrough.19 In the first place, it is necessary to distinguish between
what might be termed: the micro; the meso; and the macro perspectives.
The first is concerned with individual motivations, the second focuses
on local factors, while the third is concerned with wider influences.
Macro perspectives, such as globalisation or national institutional fea-
tures, are unquestionably a vital perspective in explaining change. Local
structures, like community norms also should not be ignored. But at the
core of any true ‘theory’ must be a clear analysis of the basic motives
of individual behaviour.

The above analysis points to three broad motives for turning to the
extreme right. These are: the desire to find a new sense of belonging;
the belief that it is economically rational to support at least some
extreme right policies; and the influence of community norms. Whereas
the first two motives lead to essentially rational voting in the sense that
voters choose a like-minded party, peer influence does not necessarily
do so; peer influence can also be an important factor preventing
individuals from voting for the party which is closest to their
preferences.

Turning the focus towards individual views of party and the political
system reveals three further triggers. The extreme right tends to gather
strength when: the insurgent party is perceived as in some ways
legitimate; voting for it is seen as in some way efficacious; and there is
a notable loss of trust in the mainstream parties, even the entire system.
The last of these—declining trust—has been a necessary condition for
recent extremist breakthroughs, prompted by issues such as loss of faith
in old ideologies, political corruption and the hydra of globalisation.

However, one must also stress the importance of the other two
triggers, namely legitimacy and efficacy. Studies in Germany since the
1960s have shown that as many as 15–20% of Germans harbour
extreme right values, but the best extremist performance in a Bundestag
election was just over 4% way back in 1969. In the German case
especially, it seems clear that Nazism remains a taboo beyond an
alienated fringe, a prophylactic which has inoculated much of the
population.
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Conclusion
It is important not to be carried away by the argument that existing
party systems are necessarily in crisis. There has been periodic talk of
(varying) crises for decades, but in general the old parties have stayed
large and insurgents have been defused. It is similarly important not to
overstate the recent electoral success of the extreme right. For instance,
in the 1999 European Parliament elections most of the parties high-
lighted in this article performed relatively badly (the highest share of
the vote went to the Austrian Freedom Party, with 23% and five MEPs).
Moreover, their subsequent failure to cooperate as a group highlights
the fact that these parties should not necessarily be seen as part of the
same family. Other problems which afflict the extreme right include
their tendency to schism and their relations with mainstream parties. In
France, the National Front split partly over the issue of cooperation.
Entering coalition, as the Freedom Party has done, offers the prospect
of power, but it also involves responsibility and the need to deliver.
Otherwise, the ‘extreme right’ could, in a sense, become part of the
system.

Nevertheless, there exists in many countries a potential for significant
further ‘extreme right’ growth or new breakthroughs. For instance, a
February 2000 poll in Germany indicated that around 30% of voters
would seriously consider supporting a Haider-type party. Whether such
a party will emerge in Germany is another matter. But the rise of new
generations of leaders, with no direct connection with historic fascism,
together with new forms of discourse, makes it more difficult to tag
them as beyond the pale. So, too, does the rise of issues, especially
relating to new or feared immigration, which are often fudged by a
politically-correct establishment. When the EU heads of government
publicly criticised the Freedom Party’s entry into government, the
party’s ratings rose in polls. It may not be moral to defend the interests
of a holistic Austrian nation, but it appears to be rational for many
voters (who also resented outside interference). This is not to claim that
moral branding is a futile weapon. Strong political leadership might be
able to emphasise the dangers of holistic nationalism and explain the
advantages which can come from immigration (not least in terms of
economic dynamism). However, there are clear dangers of a major
realignment of voters, with hostility to the current EU reinforcing
existing hostility to mainstream elites and fears about the immediate
economic future. The extreme right is coming in from the cold.
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