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UNDERSTANDING
EUROPE’S RADICAL RIGHT
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A GROWING PRESENCE

Western Europe’s radical right is undergoing a re-
vival. At no other time during the postwar era have
the parties of the radical right enjoyed widespread
electoral success to the degree that they do today.
This trend, traceable back to the late-1980s, is indica-
tive of a general shift in the contemporary political
debate across the continent as a whole, as these
parties seem to have steadily found their niche. The
success of these parties, commonly referred to as the
"third wave), however, has been varied across national
borders. Each country, to be sure, has its own na-
tional peculiarities that differentiate it from its neigh-
bors, differences that make its political landscape
unique, that have either helped to facilitate these
parties’ rise to prominence or kept them out of the
mainstream altogether. That said there is a markedly
upward trajectory amongst radical right-wing parties
throughout Western Europe in general — one towards
increased electoral support.

But why? Why are these parties faring so well in
today’s politics? Why do some individuals cast their
votes for them? And why is this happening here in
Europe? Why now? Though all pertinent questions, in
order to truly understand the phenomenon of con-
temporary right-wing radicalism, we must first turn
our attention to the matters of the who and the what
that lie behind Western Europe’s radical right.

WHAT MAKES THE RADICAL RIGHT RADICAL

So, then, who - or, rather, what - is the radical right?
Today's radical right is a new phenomenon, one root-
ed deeply in modernity. This sets it apart from all prior
incarnations of the movement in postwar Europe. To
understand today’s radical right as merely the most
recent manifestation of ideological fascism, of the
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sort that held sway over the whole of Europe during
the Second World War, is to not grasp the newness of
this phenomenon. Though today’s radical right may
be admittedly informed by fascism, taking its cues
from the ideology, these parties have since evolved
and recalibrated themselves to an ever-changing
socio-political landscape so that they may remain
not only relevant but also increasingly viable.

Right-wing radicalism as a terminology is best un-
derstood as an umbrella usage, under which we may
find extremists, neo-fascists, neo-Nazis, radicals, and
populists alike. A view of the contemporary radical
right as a static and homogenous force would thus
be an oversimplification. But, while these parties are
not necessarily mirror images of one another, there
nevertheless seems to be something unifying them.
What, then? Here we will concern ourselves more
with the radical right's political players than its sub-
cultures, as typified by such movements as the skin-
heads. There are very few parties which openly label
themselves constituents of the radical right. But,
even so, an analysis of cross-national comparisons
seems to yield many recurring features that regularly
pop up in the rhetoric, agenda, and structure of the
parties of Western Europe’s radical right.

Right-wing radicalism in postwar Europe is largely
identifiable by two characteristics that seem to
preoccupy their political rhetoric: a staunch opposi-
tion to the political status quo and an ethno-centric
conception of the nation-state. Sentiments of fervent
anti-establishmentism and anti-statism, even erring
occasionally on the side of anti-democratism, im-
bue their rhetoric and are indicative of their hostile
stance towards the existing political establishment.
The radical right professes to offer an alternative, a
so-called "third way’ of modeling societal organiza-
tion that vehemently rejects both capitalism and
communism. It is a stance that has earned support
from a growing body of voters that has voiced dis-
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satisfaction with their current governing officials. A
growing sense of disillusionment across the continent
has been marked by a widespread decline in party
membership and heightened electoral volatility, as
ruling governments’ competences are increasingly
questioned. Fueling such actions is the fact that the
governing elite, the radical right would maintain, are
out-of-touch with the people.

And just who are these people? Even across national
borders, the profile the radical right voter is relatively
constant. As mentioned, disaffected voters provide
consistent backing, as the notion of a “protest vote”
is a regular staple of the radical right’s electoral base.
The profile of the more ardent supporter is that of a
young, blue-collar man, lacking any religious affilia-
tion. But to the radical right itself, however, the ques-
tion is simpler still. The nation-state and its people,
it asserts, are congruent, meaning that Germany
belongs to (ethnic) Germans, Norway to Norwegians
- these are the people. Such ethno-centric views
leave no room for pluralistic societies. It is an interpre-
tation that rejects notions of multiculturalism, that
maintains that immigration is an undermining force
of national cohesion and traditional values. The radi-
cal right often invokes a mythical, historical narrative
that informs the entire basis of their political agenda.
Usually romantic and overtly nationalist in nature, it
tells the story of an ancient, homogenous national
community — highlighting the radical right’s nativist,
ethno-centric, and often racist or xenophobic views
- that has since lost its way. With vice and decadence
running rampant under the direction of a corrupt
elite, the only chance for salvation and a restoration
of the fabled “good ol’ days” is a complete upheaval
of the existing establishment by a populist revolution.
Nostalgia of a past — real or perceived - is a powerful
driving force and the radical right is keenly aware of it.

Populism has, in fact, proven a effective tool in the
radical right’s arsenal. Although not necessarily an
inherent characteristic of right-wing radicalism itself,
populism is a practice that has been widely utilized by
parties of the radical right. By claiming to not speak
down to the people as mainstream politicians are so
often accused of doing, the radical right asserts itself
as a party of the people - listening to them, speaking
directly to them, speaking up for them. To facilitate
this message many parties of the radical right are
often figure-headed by an amicable-though-author-
itative and charismatic-though-polarizing leader that

convincingly champions these professed truths, while
being regarded as the embodiment of the movement
itself. Though not a requisite feature of right-wing
radicalism, charismatic leadership further enables
wider electoral success. Some parties, however, live
and die by charismatic leadership, as witnessed by
the Netherlands’ short-lived but influential Pim For-
tuyn List (LPF).

WHAT'’S THE ATTRACTION?

It is anti-statist, xenophobic, and populist. If these are
the values Western Europe’s radical right espouses,
what in it appeals to voters? After all, the radical right
has performed quite well in the Netherlands with the
Party for Freedom (PVV), Denmark with the Danish
People’s Party (DP), France with the National Front
(FN), and Austria with the Freedom Party of Austria
(FPO), to name but the most noteworthy examples.

Change is a powerful force. The radical right itself is
inherently averse to modernity, and, while modernity
has bought with it many great benefits to Western Eu-
rope’s post-industrial society, it has not come without
its side-effects. Globalization has brought the outside
world in. It a development that has occurred quite
rapidly, causing unease amongst portions of the
electorate. Jobs are lost, outsourced for increasingly
cheaper labor, as unemployment at home climbs.
Exogenous pressures such as the growing role of the
European Union in domestic affairs and increased
(non-European) immigration are both presented
as direct threats towards national sovereignty and
cultural identity. In such times of accelerated social
and cultural change, the rhetoric of the radical right
provides uneasy voters with something familiar to
grab on to.

Their anti-EU rhetoric is based on their fear of being
ruled form Brussels, the loss of national sovereignty
and ultimate control over their own destiny. The
radical right’s growing euro-skepticism, exhibited by
such parties as France's National Front, is inherently
linked with nationalism. With these parties being
staunchly nationalist, the idea of fostering a single,
distinctly European identity is undesirable and simply
unacceptable. The Swedish Democrats (SD) echoed
this sentiment as they campaigned under the slogan
“Keep Sweden Swedish.” The radical right also points



to larger immigrant populations that live in tandem
with their host populations rather than integrate.
They highlight increased levels of crime, the over-rep-
resented presence of immigrants in prisons. And they
spurn the fact that immigrants disproportionately live
off the welfare system, while those that do work take
jobs from well-to-do but unemployed natives.

Anti-immigration is firmly in line with their ethno-
centric conception of the nation-state, and many
proponents of the radical right advocate a full-stop
on immigration, refugees, and asylum seekers. Some
go so far as to propose (willful) deportations as a
measure to be taken to stem the tide of the failed
policies of multiculturalism. The Swiss People’s Party
(SVP), for one, proposed reforms that would allow
for the deportation of foreign criminals. This stance
is emblematic of the radical right’s support for strict
law and order policies. Pushes for increased penal
punishment—harsher sentences, the reinstatement
of life in prison or, in some instances, the death pen-
alty—and increased funding for a stronger, more ef-
fective police and law enforcement presence are very
often part of their political agenda. “The Perpetrator
is of Foreign Origin” was a catchphrase once used
by the Progress Party of Norway (FrP) that blatantly
linked increased criminality and insecurity with in-
creased immigration. Having recently become more
mainstream, however, the party has since backed off
such provocative rhetoric, though its policies remain
largely unchanged. These policies and sort of rhetoric
resonate with some voters, particularly with those
that feel that the nation has indeed lost its way, that
things just “aren’t the way they used to be”

A CLOSER LOOK

To better understand the radical right in a more
applicable context, it will prove useful to conduct
a more thorough inspection of two separate par-
ties of the radical right. Such a comparison will not
only illuminate how their rhetoric translates into an
agenda of concrete policy suggestions, but it will also
accentuate how similarly and differently these parties
articulate themselves across national borders.

The contemporary radical right in Sweden is led by
the Swedish Democrats, a party of marginal but in-
creasing political significance over the past decade. In

a country with a foreign-born population above four-
teen percent, the SD have demonstrated themselves
as vocal proponents of the more ethno-centric radical
right. The SD are highly critical of the nation’s current
immigration policies. Adamant about the horrid fail-
ure of multiculturalism, the SD are in favor of more
assimilationist and integrationist policies for ethnic
minorities already in the country, while also support-
ing a motion to help finance the return of willing
individuals back to their country of origin. This further
includes a full-stop on further immigration. Their aim
is to preserve traditional Swedish culture, to prevent
its dilution by foreign, allegedly backward, and infe-
rior customs. Indeed, Swedish values and culture are
to rank paramount. No special status is to be granted
to any other. The SD have backed up this rhetoric by
proposing to revoke the special rights and privileges
of the Sami, the indigenous people of northern Swe-
den. The other perceived threat to Swedish culture is
the European Union. The SD seek to renegotiate the
terms of Sweden’s membership, while rejecting pro-
posals to partake in the EU’s Economic and Monetary
Union. Both stances are typical of the radical right’s
wariness towards international arrangements.

While the Swedish Democrats are an admittedly
small political force, their support has been mounting
as immigration has continued unabated and euro-
skepticism has strengthened, especially as of late.
Nearly doubling their voter turn-out between elec-
tions, the SD amassed 5.7 percent of the vote in the
2010 general elections, placing them in the Swedish
parliament for the very first time.

The Freedom Party of Austria (FPO) represents a more
established proponent of right-wing radicalist values
in Western Europe. Their platform, much like that of
the SD includes the xenophobic rhetoric: full-stop to
immigration, repatriation of foreign-born individu-
als, opposition to Turkey’s accession to the EU, etc.
With such taglines as “Vienna Must not Become like
Chicago,” the FPO cultivates fear about the growing
immigrant presence. While anti-immigration is a
central issue in their campaign, many voters claimed
their support was actually based on the FPO’s anti-
establishment views. The FPO claimed Austria, long
under the domination of a two-party “grand coalition,’
was being held hostage by political elites. To remedy
this, they have proposed such measures as instating
more popular referendums, reducing bureaucracy,
devolving some federal powers to the more localized
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state-level—in order to, as they claim, make Austria
a citizens’ democracy. With this, the FPO managed
an astonishing 26.9 per cent of the popular vote in
1999, making it the country’s second largest party,
and leading to its subsequent incorporation into
the nation governing coalition — an unprecedented
move. Though electoral support for the FPO subsided
soon thereafter, it still performs well, having earned
17.5 percent of the vote in Austria’s most recent 2008
general elections.

THE FUTURE AHEAD

Sentiment concerning the radical right is, to say the
least, polarizing. Some Western European nations
have proven more resilient in the face of their rheto-
ric; others, less so. In the latter’s case, the electorate’s
flirtation with these parties cannot simply be ignored
or dismissed as momentary. The trends feeding these
parties’ support show no immediate signs of subsid-
ing.Time has given no indication that itintends to turn
back the clock, to restore the past. But does this, then,
necessarily entail that the radical right will simply be a
fact of life in a modern, post-industrial Europe?

If we look to the other side of the political spectrum,
perhaps we can better shed some light on the issue of
the radical right’s future. Communist parties through-
out Western Europe were understood as a threat to
the status quo by the ruling parties of the postwar
era. Indeed, the anti-establishmentism that the radi-
cal right so readily espouses today was equally potent
in the communist rhetoric of their heyday. With the
advent of what has since come to be referred to as
euro-communism in the 1970s, however, many
popularly supported communist parties in Western
Europe, such as the Italian Communist Party (PCl),
began adopting a less radical approach to politics,
as they attempted to offer a distinctly West European
brand of communism that was intended to be more
electorally viable to voters as a whole. It is this real-
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ization - that to be a mainstream political player, the
rhetoric cannot solely cater to the extreme - that has
begun to infiltrate the strategies of a few radical right-
wing parties today. The mainstream, or the desire to
be a more prominent actor within it, seems to have a
sort of “taming” effect on these parties, pulling them
towards the center away from their more extreme
and more polarizing views — essentially making these
radicals less radical.

While some parties have succumbed to this taming
effect—perhaps most notably demonstrated by the
case of Austria’s FPO - others have understood the
value of remaining on the political sidelines as critics
and vocal opponents of the existing establishment.
Indeed, being on the outside looking in often endows
these parties with a larger degree of credibility. Larger
credibility in turn leads to a greater electoral presence.
A greater electoral presence may lead to entry into
government and with that a loss of credibility and a
subsequent loss in support. Although it is a parallel
worth noting, this catch-22 in which Western Europe’s
radical right finds itself may be a hurdle for these par-
ties, but it does not necessarily preordain that the fate
that awaits these parties will be that which the com-
munists experience decades ago.
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