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Preface

2019 was a defining year for the radical right globally. From the European Parliament election, which witnessed a surge for radical right parties such as the Italian Northern League, Fidesz in Hungary, and the French National Rally, to the momentous rise of the Vox party in Spain, the radical right continues to make gains at the ballot box. Lessons can be learned from the Global South, where leaders in India and the Philippines secured stunning re-election victories in national elections, thus illustrating the mainstreaming effects of radical right agendas in government. 

It was a year that also witnessed horrific terrorist attacks, spanning from Christchurch, New Zealand, to the USA in Poway, California and El Paso, Texas. These events were followed by an attack in Bærum, Norway and the Halle shooting in Germany. All of these incidents were transnationally connected, inspired by a shared worldview towards an escalating race war and the threat of a ‘Great Replacement’. Such ideas circulate on the dark corners of the web, in forums like 4chan and 8kun, where racism, xenophobia, and misogyny proliferate and users not only advocate, but celebrate violence. 

This Yearbook explores these topics and more in a compilation that examines from various geographical perspectives radical right ideology and actors, mobilisation, organization, and governance. The contributors to this volume are Fellows as part of the Centre for Analysis of the Radical Right (CARR), an international network of scholars, practitioners, and policymakers who study the radical right in Europe, North America, and beyond. CARR was launched in 2018 and is chaired by a group of researchers (Professor Matthew Feldman, Dr William Allchorn, Professor Cynthia Miller-Idriss, Dr Archie Henderson, Professor Tamir Bar-On, Dr Eviane Leidig and Ms Bàrbara Molas) committed to expanding the scope and accessibility of knowledge on the radical right. The essays featured in this Yearbook comprise only a small amount of the hundreds of blog posts that have been contributed to the CARR Insight Blog (radicalrightanalysis.com) by our Fellows. The increased visibility and readership of these blog posts are in great part due to CARR’s media partners where several of these posts were first published at OpenDemocracy, Fair Observer, and Rantt Media. Special thanks goes to Rosemary Belcher, Anna Pivovarchuk, and Ahmed Baba for their editorial insight and dedication.

The contents of this volume draw upon analyses from CARR Fellows who explore the processes and impact of the radical right. Beginning with reflections on ideology and identity, it situates the foundational tenets of the radical right by examining concepts and intellectual thought leaders. By extension, this is manifested through the radical right’s metapolitical projects across various socio-cultural issues. The volume then turns to historical perspectives of the radical right, focusing in particular upon the legacy of Nazism and the Holocaust in today’s radical right scene. It further highlights that deep-seated rhetoric such as civilizational narratives and Christian identity are being revitalized by the contemporary radical right.

Next, the volume provides a holistic overview of case studies that demonstrate how the radical right is becoming mainstream across societies—including Europe, the USA, Latin America, and Asia. Focusing on organizational variants, from grassroots mobilisation to political parties, essays within the volume illustrate that the radical right is not only global, but increasingly salient. Such prominence is not confined to party politics, however. Hate crimes, political violence, and terrorism are also defining features of the radical right. As the events of 2019 show, those inspired by the radical right can result in deadly consequences. The connection between the radical right in office and violence in the streets encompasses a broad spectrum. 

This past year additionally displayed the ever significant role of online spaces for the radical right to recruit, mobilise, and build support. From appropriating existing services on platforms to developing their own infrastructure, the radical right has created a community and culture that exploits technological affordances for their own gain. While these global networks gain visibility following terrorist attacks, they serve a more insidious function in the daily lives of users. These transnational ties move from online to offline, as interactions between radical right actors and supporters transcend national borders. The echelons of national parties, street protests, and cultural hubs are all milieux for the exchange of radical right comradery. The essays in this volume exemplify that such linkages are myriad and evolving.

Lastly, this Yearbook concludes by reflecting upon ways to counter and challenge the radical right. It includes discussion on the effectiveness of government-wide approaches, a focus on education initiatives, as well as employing humour and satire as creative strategies. The essays contemplate on how societies can develop a more democratic and inclusive framework that respects human rights. 

Examining the radical right in this comprehensive and timely volume demands that we face the challenges of sustaining equality and human dignity. How do we balance the narrative of humanizing rather than ‘Othering’—including that of perpetrator—whilst at the same time not legitimizing grievances as exclusionary far right beliefs? The essays in this volume necessitate that we exercise a great deal of introspection in order to achieve a holistic response toward social and political reintegration. 

 

Eviane Leidig

Oslo, Norway

February 2020

 

 


Ideology and Identity within the Radical Right


The Global Rise of Nativism and Illiberalism: A Conversation on the Contemporary Political Pathology, Seven Theses about the Radical Right

Tamir Bar-On

I want to offer seven theses on the rise of nativism, illiberalism, and the radical right. 

Seven theses

The first thesis is that we are not dealing with a political pathology, but a radicalization of a world system that has few concrete alternatives to challenge the hegemonic neo-liberal order. Or, as Cas Mudde puts it, radical right-wing nativism should not be viewed as a ‘normal pathology’, but rather is a ‘pathological normalcy’ and ‘a radicalisation of mainstream values’.1 

The second thesis is that it is demeaning for the radical right parties and their supporters to call them “pathological”. Instead, we should embrace what Roger Griffin calls an empathetic paradigm in respect of parties and movements of the radical right.2 This connotes an awareness of what has already been written in the literature, as well as taking seriously the way fascists or those on the radical right positively conceive of their values and programmes.

The third thesis is that the reason we use the metaphor of “political pathology” to describe the rise of the radical right or radical right populism, or even at times use the words “fascism” or “neo-fascism”, is that perhaps we are biased. Those that study the radical right are largely liberal or left-wing scholars (including myself). In 2011, James David Bowen noted that most intellectuals in Latin America identify with and disproportionately study the left and hardly engage in research on the right. The same state of affairs applies to North American and European intellectuals.3 In a 2017 reader on the radical right, Cas Mudde pointed out that, in contrast to the study of other party families (liberals, social democrats, or socialists) where there are sympathizers of the ideologies they study, there is ‘no openly sympathetic scholar of the populist radical right’.4

The fourth thesis borrows from my own books: Where Have All The Fascists Gone? and Rethinking the French New Right: Alternatives to modernity.5 In these works, I argue that the radical right has been influenced by the arguments of French New Right intellectuals (nouvelle droite). Created during the epoch of the spectacular student and worker protests in France in 1968, the nouvelle droite have borrowed its ideas from the Left and New Left by focusing on winning the cultural struggle in civil society; claiming that they are anti-racist; dropping its open support for the use of violence, one-party rule, and the aim of totalitarianism; espousing what the Israeli scholar Alberto Spektorowski calls a ‘multiculturalism of the right’;6 and respecting what Zbigniew Brzezinski dubs an ‘anti-imperial age’.7 This intellectual makeover—in part—set the stage for the success of the radical right parties. 

The fifth thesis is that it follows that the Left needs its own variant of the Nouvelle Droite in order to seriously think about what it stands for and to rethink its strategies in relation to a rising right-wing tide worldwide. This would require a greater focus on culture struggle by the contemporary Left; the ability to take their opponents seriously; and the creation of left-wing manifestos to counter those on the right (e.g., French New Right, Alt-Right, etc.). 

The sixth thesis is that the reasons for the global rise of nativism and illiberalism are related to multiple causes: a) A system of sovereign states (Immanuel Wallerstein); b) The cyclical revival of ethnic concepts of nationhood that valorize homogeneity and attack pluralism; c) The success of radical right parties through the anti-immigrant formula; d) The radical right parties and movements tend to borrow ideas, discourses, and strategies from each other (e.g., Stephen Bannon speaking to a Front National convention); and e) The chasm between liberalism and democracy; f) A globalization that has winners and losers—think of Central and Eastern Europe where communists (for a period) and radical right parties such as Jobbik (Hungary) and the Slovak National Party have been able to capitalize on the difficult transitions after the fall of the Berlin Wall; g) The failure of the Left and elites in general; and h) the closing of ideological options in an increasingly neo-liberal world. In this respect, Cas Mudde argues that populists of a nativist and illiberal hue provide an illiberal democratic response to the perceived undemocratic liberalism.8 

The seventh thesis is that the fascism analogy needs to be dropped for everything that we view as right of centre, unless we identify real neo-fascists or neo-Nazis such as the Australian terrorist Brenton Tarrant or the National Socialist Underground. In this respect, Diethelm Prowe is useful because he highlighted six historical differences between classical fascism and the contemporary radical right: 1) Today’s radical right is fueled by conflicts over a multicultural societies rather than class conflict and communism; 2) The contemporary radical right emerges in the epoch of decolonization, whereas historical fascism was born in the age of colonial domination; 3) It emerges in times of peace, whereas classical fascism was a product of the ravages of World War One; 4) It is a product of material prosperity and consumerism rather than the economic despair of historical fascism; 5) It exists in a period where democratic norms are widely accepted, unlike the inter-war years where extremists on both the right and left openly disparaged parliaments and democracy; and 6) The support base of the radical right is more urban compared to historical fascism’s more rural support.9 

Democracy in action or threat to democracy?

All this raises the question of whether these radical right political parties are positive or negative in relation to democracy? Lars Rensmann, Sarah L. de Lange, and Stefan Couperus note that, in theory, the impact can be both beneficial for, as well as a challenge to democracy in general and the tenets of liberal constitutional democracy in particular.10 The presence of populist parties has, in several cases, increased electoral turnout and public participation, which is generally seen as a positive effect when measuring the quality of a democracy. However, populist parties’ rise also points to negative effects. In addition to profoundly reshaping European party systems, some on the radical right advocate—what the populist Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán calls—“illiberal democracy”.11 This implies eroding the separation of powers and subordinating constitutionally guaranteed individual civil and human rights to an alleged “general will” and a particular conception of “the people”. Such a move leads to the erosion of checks on power and minority rights. Something that we should all be weary of.

Professor Tamir Bar-On is Head of Events at CARR, and is a Professor-Researcher in the School of Social Sciences and Government at Tec de Monterrey. 
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On the Ideology and Strategy of the New Right

Samuel Salzborn

The political goals of the New Right can largely be summarized by two central concepts: the intellectualization of right-wing extremism through the formulation of an intellectual metapolitics, and the pursuit of a (right-wing) cultural hegemony. Here, metapolitics denotes efforts to take intellectual control of public debates, shaping them on a theoretical meta-level by coining particular ideas, terms and meanings. The metapolitical focus of the New Right highlights the intellectual weaknesses manifested in the large parts of the far-right scene that reject theory and cultural engagement, and counters this by emphasizing the need to intellectually substantiate political ideas in order to legitimize them. This intellectualization is built upon the idea of a metapolitics that strives towards a conservative cultural revolution, one in which the New Right:

is prepared to ally with a ‘modernity’ faithful to Europe’s daring spirit—that is, to a modernity that frees Europeans from what is dead in their culture. At the same time, though, it rejects everything seeking growth not in Europe’s expansive spirit, but in its negation—specifically in the functional—and ethnocidal—culture fostered by liberal market societies.1

Here, the metapolitical intellectualization of the New Right also means that völkisch (ethnonationalist) positions, which are also supported by the New Right, are to be rigorously justified along with supporting references from the history of ideas, whereby—as Roger Griffin has rightly emphasized—the metapolitical ideas of the New Right ‘still contains a residue of fascist ideology in its call for cultural regeneration’.2 For the New Right, as a loose movement that does not actually want to achieve political power through party politics and assuming governmental responsibilities, the goal here is to achieve cultural hegemony, in aiming to establish its positions as the hegemonic ones in society, although this struggle for cultural hegemony always includes culturally pessimistic traits as well. While a political party might also (in a subtle way) take on its positions, the New Right is still more oriented towards influencing attitudes and value judgments on a wider social level.

Activists needed to persuade people to accept far-right viewpoints, and had to first conduct a struggle for cultural hegemony—to borrow a concept from the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci—thus also employing the strategy of political mimicry (as exemplified by the adoption of this term), meaning to copy the terminology and strategies of political opponents and work them into one’s own public discourse in a camouflaged way.

Therefore, the New Right also emerged as a conscious counter image to the New Left (itself developing in the late 1960s among student movement activists and Vietnam War protesters), adopting certain strategic approaches from them and even plagiarizing them. One of these approaches was to gather the diverse strategies, loose circles, and groups and give them the advantages of a large common organizational front. Another was to focus strongly on intellectual debates within the media sphere. Finally, grouping under a New Right umbrella also meant that existing organizations could preserve their fluid character more so than if they joined a party structure, for example.

The 1970s were a decade that witnessed the founding of numerous publications, some of which developed into important mouthpieces for the New Right scene, while others hosted influential debates before eventually losing currency, sometimes even disappearing without a trace. One example in Germany was the nationalist revolutionary magazine wir selbst (we ourselves), whose chief ideologist Henning Eichberg was an important influence not only on ideological development in the early phase of the New Right movement, but also on building bridges to the green/alternative scene. Another factor that should not be underestimated, even though it did not really become influential in the Federal Republic of Germany until the late 1980s and early 1990s was the French Nouvelle Droite, anchored by the GRECE organization with its chief thinker Alain de Benoist. In regards to terminological politics, he was particularly influential with his concept of ethno-différencialisme—a terminological variation on the far-right ideology of ethnic inequality, but one that argues in terms of culture rather than race and is connected to the idea of ethnopluralism, whose formulation in Germany is largely attributable to Eichberg.

Building on the aspect of being (mostly) free of organizational structures while also adapting left-wing cultural techniques, the political strategy of the New Right is characterized by a political mimicry and an attempt to advance an intellectual metapolitics aiming at a conservative cultural revolution. Here too, the terminological appropriations from the political left are obvious, especially those taken from Gramsci. The strategic goal behind the quest for cultural hegemony is to disguise one’s own intentions through the use of mimicry, meaning the use of superficial (terminological) adaptations for the corresponding environment (e.g. for politics or media). This is a way to slip into the social mainstream—not in order to change it in terms of specific details, but to shape and define in metapolitical terms the basic mindsets of a society, thereby occupying the zone of (political) culture. This should then lead in the medium to long term to a political ‘new order’ along New Right lines. It thus represents a more indirect route, but one that also includes seemingly apolitical (or pre-political) spheres like art and music, as a strategic component beyond the formation of far-right political parties.

With regard to the ideological foundations of the New Right, it should first be emphasized that this “new” label is a rather misleading one, since—with the exception of the ethnopluralism concept—there is nothing in the New Right worldview that is actually ‘new’. In fact, it expressly and explicitly borrows a great deal from the Weimar Republic’s ‘conservative revolution’ (as it was called in a 1950 book by Armin Mohler, a key figure in the effort to unite the various camps of the far-right milieu in Europe), whose protagonists have been rightly seen in retrospect as the ideological forerunners and precursors to National Socialism, while also being intellectually superior to it. Therefore, the intellectual and historical sources referenced within the New Right are the same intellectuals of the Weimar period who shaped—whether directly or indirectly—the basic ideological framework of National Socialism, including thinkers such as Max Hildebert Boehm, Arthur Moeller van den Bruck, Oswald Spengler, Othmar Spann, Carl Schmitt, Martin Heidegger, Georges Sorel, Edgar Julius Jung, Ernst Niekisch, and Ernst Jünger.

The New Right (like every other stream of right-wing extremism) assumes the fundamental inequality of people, an idea that continues to seek its justification on ethnic grounds, if no longer on explicitly racial ones. Here, its anti-universalism leads not a concept of extermination (as in Nazi ideology), but rather to one of segregation or ethnopluralism, meaning the strict spatial separation and geopolitical division of people according to ethnic and cultural criteria. This separation by ethnic categorization is based on a notion of difference that is both homogenizing and sociobiological in nature, looking at people only in terms of ethnic/cultural identity and not their subjectivity or individuality. They are always just part of a collective (which is unalterable), one that stands apart from and in opposition to other collectives. This also implies a hawkish friend-versus-foe dichotomy that solidifies into a heroically masculine ideal of the ‘manly nation’, as Gabriele Kämper pointed out.3 In regard to social structure, there dominates—in terms of domestic politics—a völkisch nationalism combined with an authoritarian statism, which translates—in terms of foreign policy—into an ethnopluralist concept of geopolitics. Another significant factor in New Right discourses is the aspect of spirituality and holistic thinking, which not only includes organizing the state along organic and hierarchical lines, but also involves a strong turn towards religious concerns. This extends from Christian and/or fundamentalist agendas and in particular to (neo) heathen, nature-centric, and/or Germanic polytheism in a, in the words of Tamir Bar-On, ‘quest for a new religion of politics’.4

Professor Samuel Salzborn is a Senior Fellow at CARR, and is an Adjunct Professor of Political Science at University Giessen.
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Analyzing the Micro-Politics of Right-Wing Populism1

Ruth Wodak

Are not all politicians populists?

Don’t other politicians sometimes construct

scapegoats and use similar rhetorical tropes

as do right-wing populist politicians?

Don’t the so-called right-wing populist politicians

all draw on the same plethora of linguistic, pragmatic

or rhetorical devices as already used by Cicero

and other rhetoricians from antique times?

Such challenges raise the pertinent question of the novelty of this topic. What kind of new knowledge or which kind of explanations could anybody actually add to what we have long known about this complex phenomenon?

Right-wing populism does not only relate to the form of rhetoric but to its specific contents: such parties successfully construct fear and—related to the various real or imagined dangers—propose scapegoats that are blamed for threatening or actually damaging our societies, in Europe and beyond.

Tendencies of renationalization across the EU and beyond can be observed. We seem to be experiencing a revival of the “Volk” and the “Volkskörper”2 in the separatist rhetoric of right-wing populist parties, for example, in the Ukraine, Russia, Greece as well as Hungary. At the same time, very real walls of stone, brick and cement are also being constructed to keep the “Others” out, who are defined as different and deviant. Body politics are therefore integrated with border politics.

Right-wing populist parties across Europe and beyond draw on and combine different political imaginaries3 and different traditions, evoke (and construct) different nationalist pasts in the form of identity narratives, and emphasize a range of different issues in everyday politics.

I claim that:


	All far-right populist parties instrumentalize some kind of ethnic, religious, linguistic or political minority as a scapegoat for most if not all current woes in society and subsequently construe the respective group as dangerous and a threat “to us”, to “our” nation; this phenomenon manifests as a ‘politics of fear’. 



	Far-right populist parties, in a second step, instrumentalize such fear (also related to resentment and other negative emotions) to create hope—they promise to provide (simple) solutions to counter such fear (for example, by ‘removing’ the scapegoats). They construct themselves and perform as saviors, as the representatives of the “true” or “genuine” people who will make “us” great again.



	Far-right populist parties and their leaders employ a politics of emotions: They endorse what can be recognized as the ‘arrogance of ignorance’; appeals to common sense, intuition, resentment, and anti-intellectualism mark a shift to a politics of emotions instead of drawing on fact-based evidence and expertise. Some scholars speak of “post-truth” politics, others of “anti-politics” in this context. I prefer to follow the British journalist and writer Jonathan Freedland in regarding this as an age of ‘endarkenment’.



	The far-right populists’ agenda (and related rhetoric) are reaching or have already reached the political mainstream. Hence, we are confronted with wide-spread and growing normalization of far-right policies, of formerly tabooed topics, wordings and impolite or shameless behavior (i.e. “bad manners”). The boundaries of the “sayable” are being shifted, and “anything goes”. Traditional norms and rules of political culture, of negotiation and deliberation are transcended by continuous provocations, disseminated via the media, supported by mainstream conservatives, and thus normalized. I propose labelling this new characteristic of political culture as ‘shameless normalization’.





Right-wing populism: A first definition

Right-wing populism can be defined as a political ideology that rejects existing political consensus and usually combines laissez-faire liberalism and anti-elitism. It is considered populism because of its appeal to the “common man/woman” as opposed to the elites; this appeal to a quasi-homogenous ethnos is regarded as salient for such movements.4 As Betz rightly argues,

their [the ‘elites’] inability to restore the sense of security and prosperity, which steady material and social advances in the post-war period had led their citizens to expect from their leaders, has become a major cause of voter alienation and cynicism. […] It is within this context of growing public pessimism, anxiety, and disaffection that the rise and success of radical right-wing populism in Western Europe finds at least a partial explanation.5

Mudde and Kaltwasser elaborate this definition further and emphasize that populism (both left-wing and right-wing): 

considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite”.6 

Moreover, they claim that populism always perceives ‘politics to be an expression of the volonté générale of the people’.7 This makes antagonism and the Manichean division into good and bad, friends and foes, we and “the other” salient characteristics of populism. Mudde and Kaltwasser conclude their conceptual analysis by arguing that three core concepts necessarily belong to any serious definition of populism: the people, the elite and the general will; and its two direct opposites—elitism and pluralism.8

Populism and legitimation

Van Leeuwen and Wodak9 introduced a framework for analyzing the language of legitimation with four major categories: authorization, moral evaluation, rationalization and mythopoesis. Authorization is legitimation by referring to authority, be that a person, tradition, custom or law. Moral evaluation means legitimation by reference to value systems. Rationalization is legitimation by reference to knowledge claims or arguments. Mythopoesis is legitimation achieved by narratives; these are often small stories or fragments of narrative structures about the past or future. These main types involve a number of sub-types and are also frequently connected.

Right-wing populism: form and content

The sociologist and media expert Dick Pels10 emphasizes that it would be dangerous to regard modern populism as void of serious content or to reduce the new right-wing populism to a ‘frivolity of form, pose and style’ and thus to downplay its outreach, its messages and resonance. Indeed, it would be, Pels continues, ‘erroneous to think there is no substance behind its political style. It is precisely through its dynamic mix of substance and style that populist politics has gained an electoral lead position in current media democracy’.11 Pels lists various important socio-political challenges that currently concern voters, especially during times of financial and environmental crises, and which are related to a multitude of fears, disaffection and pessimism: fear of losing one’s job; fear of “strangers” (i.e. migrants); fear of losing national autonomy; fear of losing old traditions and values; fear of climate change; disappointment and even disgust with mainstream politics and corruption; anger about the growing gap between rich and poor; disaffection due to the lack of transparency of political decision making and so forth.12 

Thus, when analyzing right-wing (or, indeed, left-wing) populist movements and their rhetoric, it is essential to recognize that their propaganda—realized as it is in many genres across relevant social domains—always combines and integrates form and content, targets specific audiences and adapts to specific contexts. Only by doing so are we able to deconstruct, understand and explain their messages, the resonance of their messages and their electoral success.

Successful right-wing populist leaders have actually managed to achieve a delicate balance between, on the one hand, appearing exceptional and anti-establishment, and on the other, authoritative and legitimate; thus they counter the elites but do not oppose the liberal democratic system per se. Frequently, this is achieved by scandalization13 or by what Albertazzi labels ‘dramatization’, that is, ‘the need to generate tension in order to build up support for the party […] by denouncing the tragedies that would befall the community if it were to be deprived of its defences’.14 Scandalization also implies manifold references to the allegedly charismatic leaders of such parties, who construct themselves as knowledgeable, saviors, problem solvers and crisis managers, which may lead voters to have more confidence in the effectiveness of the politics of the populist right-wing.

Right-wing populist parties successfully create fear and legitimize their policy proposals (usually related to restricting immigration and so forth)15 with an appeal to the necessities of security. Such arguments became eminent after the end of the Cold War in 1989 and were, of course, forcefully invigorated after 9/11. Each crisis contributes to such scenarios, as can be observed with respect to the financial crisis and the Eurozone-crisis.16 In such crisis situations, both politics and media tend to reduce complex historical processes to snap-shots which allow constructing and triggering Manichean dichotomies—friends and foes, perpetrators and victims, and so forth. As argued by political scientist Murray Edelman in his seminal book The Symbolic Uses of Politics,17 crises are promoted to serve the interests of political leaders and other interest groups who will most certainly benefit from such definitions.18 We are therefore confronted by a contingency of factors that serve to facilitate dichotomist perspectives, create scapegoats and play into the hands of right-wing populist parties.

It is therefore important that we attempt to understand and explain how right-wing populist parties continuously construct fear in order to address the collective common-ground as well as their reasons and (rhetorical and communicative) means. This is necessary in order to understand why and how right-wing populist parties are achieving ever more success across Europe and beyond, especially in recent national and European elections.

Professor Ruth Wodak is a Senior Fellow at CARR, and is an Emeritus Distinguished Professor of Linguistics and English Language at the University of Lancaster.
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Why the Radical Right Love Their Intellectuals

Roland Clark

For a part of the political spectrum that is so notorious for disparaging intellectuals, the radical right is very appreciative of those prominent libertarian voices that stand out from the crowd and champion men’s rights, anti-immigration, and second amendment rights. As universities grow increasingly uncomfortable employing academics or welcoming speakers who promote hate speech and undermine their safe space policies, right-wing intellectuals—from Jordan Peterson to Milo Yiannopoulos—pack out auditoriums on their speaking tours and attract millions of followers on social media.1 Despite the significant differences between the heyday of fascism and our own times, there is much we can learn from the past about why the radical right cherishes intellectuals who challenge received wisdom and validate their deeply held opinions.

Many libertarian intellectuals today complain about being marginalized by the academy and describe themselves as members of the ‘intellectual dark web’, a category popularized by Bari Weiss in 2018 that includes iconoclastic public intellectuals who spurn political correctness and promote ideas that are frequently synonymous with those of the radical right.2 Such people are not as rare in higher education as they would like us to think, however, and it is still easier for a right-wing historian, political scientist, or philosopher to get a job than it was for comparable thinkers on the far left in interwar Germany or Austria. Nationalism, race theory, and eugenics were the dominant ideologies of 1920s and 1930s Europe, when right-wing professors used their influence to give jobs to their protégés as lecturers or newspaper columnists and exploited their positions on university committees to prevent disciplinary measures being taken against right-wing students accused of assault or disturbing the peace. In many parts of interwar East-Central Europe radical right movements were not exactly mainstream though, and activists cherished outspoken intellectuals who championed their ideas.

One such intellectual whose career is particularly instructive is the Romanian philosopher, Nae Ionescu (1890–1940). Ionescu studied in Germany during the First World War, receiving his PhD from the University of Munich in 1919, at a time when Germany was a dirty word in allied Romania. Ionescu quickly received a teaching post at his undergraduate alma mater, the University of Bucharest, working under the renowned philosopher, Constantin Rădulescu-Motru. Ionescu built his reputation through a popular series of lectures on mysticism, large sections of which he plagiarized almost word for word from Evelyn Underhill’s 1911 book Mysticism: A Study of the Nature and Development of Man’s Spiritual Consciousness.3 Ionescu taught that whereas logic allows us to know about ‘concrete things’, only mysticism gives access to ‘ultimate realities’. To truly know the world outside of ourselves, Ionescu said, we much transcend our own egos and ‘live that universe outside of myself’. He developed these ideas into an early form of existentialism he called Trăirism from the word a trăi, to live. Mysticism was a popular topic in 1920s Bucharest, and as one of the first people to discuss mysticism using patristic Orthodox theology and contemporary philosophy Ionescu developed a strong following among spiritually-inclined young people dissatisfied with the technological-industrial modernity developing around them.

Ionescu’s philosophy was also influenced by the French writer Georges Sorel, in particular by his book Reflections on Violence (1908), in which he argued that violence was a creative, life-giving force and that only revolutionary violence could overcome the ‘barbarism’ of early 20th century society.4 As a committed nationalist, Ionescu also believed that individuals exist only insofar as they are connected to collectives such as nations. ‘Nothing exists in the universe except collectives’, he wrote in 1931. ‘That which we call the individual is nothing but collective existence organized and unified in a particular manner’. According to Ionescu, nations are spiritual things, and in a famous debate with a right-wing Catholic theologian in 1930 he argued that Romanians are inherently Orthodox, such that it was not possible to be both a Catholic and a ‘good Romanian’. Unafraid of upsetting people, Ionescu championed antisemitism and wrote a biting antisemitic preface of a book about Judaism written by one of his erstwhile protégées, the Jewish writer Mihail Sebastian.5 By providing academic support for core right-wing ideologies and taking controversial stances on major public issues such as Orthodox-Catholic relations, the YMCA, antisemitism, and student violence, Ionescu soon became the darling of the radical right.

But it was not only his ideas that made Ionescu important for his followers. The old adage that ‘it is not whether we are right but how we make people feel that matters’ rings particularly true in Ionescu’s case. His students record that when he spoke to packed-out lecture theatres he challenged his listeners to contest the existing orthodoxy, to critique what they thought they knew, to think for themselves, and to act according to their convictions. Posing questions rather than giving answers, he made his students feel like their opinions mattered and that the fate of the world lay in their hands. To students who had been taught simply to parrot the writings of their elders and lived in a country that was often seen as insignificant in European terms, Ionescu’s confidence in them and his iconoclastic questions were a revelation. One of the most valuable things any teacher can teach their students is the ability to think of themselves as researchers, and Ionescu did so in a superb manner. He spent most of the 1930s as a supporter of the radical right and died in prison in 1940, convicted of being an ideologue and mentor for the fascist Legion of the Archangel Michael.6 The same things that made Ionescu so successful in his day gifts power to the right-wing intellectuals of today. A combative public stance, a call to arms, and the ability to validate and inspire a public go a long way towards popularizing radical ideas in any society. Whether they are the right ideas is another tricky normative question altogether.
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Eco-Nationalism: The Nature within Our Borders

Balsa Lubarda

The ongoing fires wreaking havoc in the Amazon appear as a painful reminder of the radical right’s negligence of the natural environment, given the incompetency of Brazilian president, Jair Bolsonaro, and his administration. Although Bolsonaro blaming NGOs1 for the rainforest fires seems unprecedented, Donald Trump’s withdrawal from the Paris Climate Agreement2 seems to speak in favor of the claim that radical-right politicians are anti-environmentalists.

However, the interest of radical-right actors for the natural environment has not come only from the recent salience of environmental issues. Through the idea of far-right ecologism, the spiritual link between the nation and its nature has been asserted—though its overall relevance in radical-right discourse can be debated—juxtaposed to cosmopolitan, “rootless” environmentalism.

As Bogdan Koziel has put it, ‘The essence of National Ecology is that it envisages man and nature as one, as an inseparable whole … [humans] no longer feel a mystical connection with nature, with the earth, with their homeland, with the nation. They are only a cosmopolitan, carefree herd’.3

The idea of a national ecology is not a new one. This above text was written in 1991, but the underlying logic has been present ever since the 19th century. Similar to the idea of the national ecosystem,4 assuming holism in radical right approaches to biodiversity, eco-nationalism remains situated between the nativist and the patriotic impulse, between inward-looking pride of the nation’s nature and outward-oriented calls for the control of local resources. The radical right’s engagement with domestic issues of local deforestation, pollution, and biodiversity can be complemented with concerns about issues transcending national borders, such as climate change and energy supply (and efficiency). Although the transnational nature of radical right environmentalism is often publicly overlooked, eco-nationalism seems to be resurfacing in this time of global climate change.

Global encroachment

But what exactly is eco-nationalism? Jane Dawson coined the term in her monograph illustrating the conflation of environmentalism and nationalism in the Soviet republics during the 1980s.5 Emerging civil society organizations in Lithuania, Ukraine, and Latvia used the alleviation of political pressure instigated by the glasnost and perestroika reforms to articulate claims for national independence concealed behind the calls for a halt to the construction of nuclear power plants. Similarly, Günnar Cederlof defines eco-nationalism as a ‘reaction to the predatory state or to global encroachments on the life and livelihoods of communities being marginalized by such an expansion’.6

From this point in history, eco-nationalism seems to be a progressive concept, or movement, which helped to place calls for autonomy on the political agenda of non-democratic systems through grassroots organizing. It can also entail efforts to eliminate reliance on foreign energy by promoting domestic sources or reducing the carbon footprint by promoting local products and a circular economy.7 Many authors, such as K. Sivaramakrishnan8 or Arran Gare,9 advocate for a form of ecological nationalism as a celebratory-indigenous form of response to environmental issues, addressing the deficiencies of capitalist-extractionist approaches which led to complex histories of oppression.

However, eco-nationalism can also point to nativist and spiritual sentiments through appreciation of domestic species or pristine and idyllic landscapes. As such, it is even more often employed by radical right groups, parties, and politicians who attempt to frame environmental issues alongside existing nation-state boundaries. Here, the transboundary dimension of environmental issues becomes an opportunity to point fingers at “polluting” neighbors. Similarly, eco-nationalism can also be operationalized in talks over mitigating consequences of climate change, where the discrepancies between climate targets can serve as an argument during conflicts, either for climate denial or disputes invoking other aspects of problematic interstate relations.

The radical right capitalizes on opportunities to use such framings in domestic politics. One example is the Hungarian radical right party, Mi Hazánk, whose green wing (yes, there is one) launched a campaign against waste dumping on the Tisza river, for which it blamed neighboring Ukraine and Romania. Erik Fülöp, a Mi Hazánk official and former member of Hungarian radical-right Jobbik party, stated that ‘the problems of the Ukrainian state should be resolved with effective regulation, so that the communal waste of the country does not poison the Hungarian people’.10 Croatian companies were also accused by the party’s green section (Zöld Hazánk, or Green Home)11 of dumping waste water in the Hungarian town of Székesfehérvár.

Embracing victimhood

Hungary is not the only case of the radical right engaging with environmental issues to embrace victimhood by pointing to problematic practices of neighboring countries.12 The French National Rally party launched a “New Ecology” movement in 2014 based on national interest and patriotism,13 while Polish radical right organizations blamed Germany for exporting their waste to Poland.

Apart from blaming neighbors for inducing environmental damage, eco-nationalism can also be appropriated by eco-fascist actors who assert claims for environmental exceptionalism by advocating against migration or marginalized groups within society. In Slovakia, Kotleba—People’s Party Our Slovakia, has supported the law for protection of Slovakian forests,14 often pointing to “antisocial practices” of Roma communities who conduct illegal logging for heating purposes. Therefore, eco-nationalism can also be a tool against internal outsiders, not only those coming from beyond the national boundaries. 

The exclusionary nature and binary logic of radical right discourse is well known. However, eco-nationalism as a discursive logic goes beyond the radical right. Advocating for environmental protection in order to save nations is an argument that is often articulated even by those who do not consider themselves nationalists, let alone the radical right.15 Lifeboat ethics may sound appealing to tributaries of conservative and patriotic viewpoints, but these ambiguities might make noble goals for climate action and environmental protection conducive to abominable messages of preserving national or racial purity.

Addressing climate change and other salient environmental issues requires a broad front of unholy alliances, but eco-nationalism remains a double-edged sword in these times that signal the need to envisage new identities in the quest for authenticity. 
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Hermeneutical Injustice and the Far Right?

Callum Downes

Hermeneutical injustice is defined as the inability to communicate and/ or understand one’s own social experience, owing to a lack of concepts available in society used to define the experience. For example, before Carmita Wood’s introduction of the concept of sexual harassment, individuals were incapable of understanding and communicating this social experience and the significant wrong that occurred during instances of sexual harassment.1

According to Miranda Fricker’s conception of hermeneutical injustice,2 three key elements are required to be satisfied in order for the concept to be applicable to a social group. These are as follows:


	The experience must be significant to the group;



	The experience must be obscured from collective understanding;



	The group must be subject to marginalisation due to a structural identity prejudice.





Each of these elements can be sufficiently applied to the social movement of far right fringe groups in England, such as the English Defence League and Britain First, in relation to their concerns about culture and identity. My purpose for applying hermeneutical injustice to far right fringe groups is not to reinforce far right rhetoric or suggest that the far right are a victim of an injustice; rather, applying hermeneutical injustice as a framework may offer us new resources for understanding and potentially resolving the concerns and possible threat that the these groups pose. 

According to the first element of hermeneutical injustice, the experience must be significant to the social group. Far right fringe groups in England are constantly referring to the notion of “Britishness” being eradicated3 due to the effects of multiculturalism and globalisation and the change that these factors cause to the demographic in England.4 This change in the demographic has resulted in individuals believing that there is a loss of English culture and identity.5 For example, in recent years there has been an active suspension of patriotic pride and symbols in mainstream society.6 The significance of this experience of change causing a loss of English culture and identity has lead individuals to respond by creating groups which we refer to as far right, whose purpose (according to their supporters) is to preserve and defend traditional English culture and identity.7

The second element is that the experience must be obscured from collective understanding. During interactions between individuals who belong or adhere to the rhetoric purported by far right groups, their concerns relating to culture and identity are recognised by other individuals as genuine concerns about a number of social issues. However, during interactions with others who do not belong or adhere to far right rhetoric, these individuals who raise such concerns are regularly referred to as and branded with such labels as Nazi, fascist, and many other pejorative social identities. Due to the negative connotation of these labels, when such groups enter exchanges with individuals who do not identify as far right, their concerns are awarded deflated credibility and subsequently disregarded. Such responses to their social identity isolates their social experience from public understanding. 

The final element for hermeneutical injustice to be applied to far right fringe groups is that they must marginalised. Far right fringe groups in England have typically been comprised of individuals who belong to the working class.8 Generally, those individuals who belong to the working class confront substantial obstacles, such as access to resources and social services, when attempting to gain positions of social power. Consequently, individuals who form far right fringe groups are often socio-economically marginalised and potentially excluded from contributing to the process of democratic decision making. 

The concept of hermeneutical injustice can be sufficiently applied to far right fringe groups, due to each of the three elements described above being satisfied. This leads to further question of how we can attempt to resolve this injustice, or whether hermeneutical injustice should be resolved when applied to controversial social groups like far right fringe groups? 
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Mapping Incel Identity: Neoliberalism and the Politics of Indifference

Justin Gilmore

It is easy to see incels—short for “involuntarily celibate”—as just another example of misogyny. This is so, but it is also true that the incel phenomenon departs from how today’s masculinity works. The incel is part of a growing trend of radical right movements that are anguished by the success of neoliberalism. Like these other political happenings, how incels relate to our neoliberal present is far from coherent. Incel identity is marred by an irrational acceptance of the dominant view that gender operates in market-like conditions. On the one hand, incels imagine that market-like competition is how people naturally interact. On the other, incel ideology is defined by the argument that sexual competition is biologically encoded, meaning that fair market competition is impossible. This internalized contradiction has led to a peculiar emotional status that’s observable in incel communities: an aggressive indifference to suffering, including their own.

Situating masculinity in neoliberalism

Understanding the incel phenomenon requires us to perceive the historical situation around it. Neoliberal restructuring of the past fifty years has fundamentally changed how masculinity works. “Neoliberalism” describes the worldwide transformation of political economy after the 1970s. As economic troubles set in, the welfare state model was called into question. While this transformation is ordinarily described as welfare retrenchment, deregulation, and an all-out offensive against trade unionism,1 this view is partial. With the transformation of political economy also came changes in how we interact socially.

Gender constructs were changed during the neoliberal transformation. It is important to remember that a set of gender constructions was hard-wired into the welfare state model. The postwar welfare state relied on the nuclear family, with women accessing money through the waged man. Men’s economic integration into waged production hinged on the expectation that women would perform unpaid but necessary domestic labor. Women were often compelled to enter into marital relations with a working man to get access to the welfare state’s primary benefit: the family wage. 

Neoliberal restructuring pulverized the welfare state’s family wage and fundamentally altered gender relations. Previously, the welfare state’s guarantee for men’s labor determined how masculinity worked and how manliness was asserted. No longer determined by the welfare state provision of guaranteed employment, neoliberalism has recast masculinity in the mold of “entrepreneurial” values like self-making and self-management.2 The welfare state’s labor guarantee was replaced by the flexible, open-endedness of market “opportunity”. Since the decline of the welfare state, men’s ability to successfully traverse a competitive socio-economic terrain has risen in social importance. Today’s seemingly indulgent norms of self-care—improvement of dress, enhancement of one’s social aptitude, and other kinds of self-betterment like personal fitness—have become increasingly important for men to navigate the neoliberal gender landscape. In short, neoliberalism has transformed masculinity—and sexuality in general—into something that operates more like a market.

Incels against neoliberalism

Incel identity is a reaction against, and an unwitting criticism of, how today’s hegemonic masculinity functions3 under neoliberalism.

On one side, incel identity exhibits a unique relationship to neoliberalism, in that competition is assumed to be the natural mechanism for sexual relations. As we know, a feature of market competition is an ever-shifting hierarchy. Market competition compels people to seek relative advantages that improve their position, resulting in an ever-changing balance sheet of “winners” and “losers”. The outcomes of this imagined sexual competition are repeated in online incel communications as ironized archetypes such as desirable “chads” and undesirable “virgins”.4 Thus, marketized sexuality appears as a cornerstone of incel identity. 

However, what defines incel identity isn’t how they engage in an imagined field of sexual competition, but rather their absolute failure to compete. Incel identity is predicated on a vulgar, popularized version of evolutionary psychology.5 Instead of relatively similar people engaged in competition, incel identity posits a fixed hierarchy of men’s sexuality based in pop evolutionary psychology. This makes incels position unchangeable, because a hierarchy of masculinity is assumed as “naturally” occurring. To identify as an incel means that one’s subordinate sexual position cannot change. They see themselves as stuck at the bottom of an evolutionary tree.

By making the outcome of sexual competition predestined, incel identity breaks with the neoliberal framework that rules today’s masculinity. In claiming that the incel exist at the bottom of a biologically fixed sexual ladder, competition is reduced to a performance that justifies predetermined results. The “sexual marketplace” is recast as a fixed process that’s guided by evolutionary compulsion. Importantly, the entrepreneurial behavior that regulates neoliberal masculinity—improvement of one’s style, taking up a new diet, the adherence to a gym routine, and any other mechanism of self-management—are nullified by the claim that the incel is natural inferior. If the incel is of inferior genetic stock, then a sexual marketplace cannot exist. Sexual competition, as such, is made impossible. 

Speculations on the politics of indifference

Since incel identity appears different than neoliberal masculinity, we are forced to ask about its origins. What is most remarkable about the incel is that he constructs an unchangeable sexual hierarchy only to place himself at the bottom. This act of self-flagellation isn’t rational and appears emotionally guided. Absent a socially-dominant lens to make sense of their situation, subjects develop meaning through emotional resonance, a process that theorist Raymond Williams described as ‘structures of feeling’.6 Incel identity appears to have developed from a peculiar structure of feeling. Incels reject the neoliberal compulsion to, against all the odds, better one’s position7 through self care. Instead, incel identity allows one to identify with cruelty itself.8 Continually posting online about their inadequacy, writing self-flagellating posts, ironizing one’s misery—incels appear to have found pleasure in their pain. This isn’t a matter of self-pity, but a new emotional state that’s defined by an aggressive indifference to suffering, including their own. In identifying with cruelty, incels unsettle the basic idea that we are all self-interested neoliberal subjects. Instead of the rationally calculating neoliberal subject, the incel embodies something else altogether. We have, perhaps, a new politics of indifference. 

Justin Gilmore is a Doctoral Fellow at CARR, and is a Doctoral candidate in History of Consciousness at the University of California, Santa Cruz.
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Toxic Masculinity and Lone Wolf Radicalization

Simon Purdue

Of the 133 incidents of far-right terror carried out by individuals in the United States since 1995, all but one were perpetrated by men.1 On a global scale, when one thinks of the “lone wolves” who have been responsible for racist terrorism, very few women come to mind. Perhaps with the exception of Beate Zschäpe—who herself was a member of a cell rather that a bona fide lone wolf actor—almost all of the self-radicalized perpetrators of far-right violence around the world have been white men between the ages of 20 and 50.2 It seems essential then to examine the relationship between gender and radicalization, specifically looking at ideas of masculinity and the ways that they are mobilized by propagators of radical racist ideology in order to drive their audience towards violence.

Although the very idea of a “lone wolf actor” has been questioned, self-radicalization is a very real and very dangerous phenomenon, upon which the extreme right has relied for decades.3 The anonymous and widespread distribution of targeted radicalizing media to vulnerable individuals has been a cornerstone of Louis Beam’s leaderless resistance concept since the late 1980s, and from the outset it relied on the mobilization of toxic tropes of masculinity.4 As part of the radicalization process, propagators of hate—whether online, in print or in audio form—seek to associate manhood and masculinity with violence, tapping into and amplifying long-standing social tropes of militarised masculinity and violently rugged ruralism in order to justify violence and murder simply as expressions of righteous masculine rage.5 By framing violence almost as a necessary condition of manhood, authors on the extreme right are able to capitalize upon the insecurities of their wider readership and ultimately inspire lone wolf terror.

Furthermore, by selling narratives of heroism and adventure—much like the material published by ISIS—violent racist activism is made to seem exciting, glorious, and even as a road to fame and notoriety.6 This is an attempt to mobilize and manipulate the desire for power and relevance that are central to hegemonic masculinity, and again frames violent activism as a natural and almost ideal expression of masculinity.7 In order to compound this, lack of action is often framed as feminine, and the language of both personal and societal emasculation is used in many cases to further encourage and even shame consumers of radicalizing media into action.8 

William Luther Pierce—whose novel, The Turner Diaries, radicalized and directly inspired the Oklahoma City Bomber, Timothy McVeigh—saw the radicalizing power of hegemonic masculinity and hyper-masculine tropes. By making a clear distinction between ‘man and higher man’ in his second novel, Hunter, Pierce speaks to the fear of irrelevance that is a foundation of toxic and hegemonic masculinity. In creating a dichotomy between the passive ‘couch potatoes and ball game fans’ and the ‘supermen’ of the revolutionary vanguard, Pierce was attempting to tap into the delusional and self-aggrandizing elements of right-wing hyper-masculinity.9 It is fairly evident that Pierce anticipated that most ideologically sympathetic male readers of the book would see themselves in the position of his novels’ protagonists rather than in the more passive role, and his separation of ‘leaders and led’ was most likely an attempt to mobilize toxic, violent masculinity in his readers, radicalizing them and fostering the delusional saviour complex that most often results in violent lone wolf attacks.

This phenomenon has been amplified even more in the age of mass communication, and the internet has greatly increased both the scope and effectiveness of this form of radicalization process. The ideological echo-chambers of social media and far right forums create an environment in which the tropes of idealized masculinity can be mobilized to much greater effect, spurring on a gendered identity crisis that promotes violence on an unprecedented scale. A side effect of this increased propagation of rhetoric that deliberately capitalises on masculine insecurity has been the unforeseen rise in ideological misogyny and incel violence, which itself is a mutation of an already deeply gendered far right ideology and mindset.10

Ideas of masculinity and masculine insecurity are thus some of the most powerful motivating factors in the process of radicalization, and are consistently mobilized by the far-right as a means of driving vulnerable individuals towards violent extremism. Through the mobilization of hero narratives and through the self-confirming cycle of activist notoriety, violence is transformed from something anti-social and aberrant into a heroic, ideological act of self-sacrifice that mobilizes the most toxic traits of masculinity.11 If we are to effectively prevent violent extremism from the racist-right, it is vital that we address the stereotypes of masculinity that are so easily manipulated and mobilized by those seeking to inspire violence.

Simon Purdue is a Doctoral Fellow at CARR, and is a Doctoral candidate in History at Northeastern University.
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The Pride of Prejudice: The Radical Right and the LGBTQ+ Community

Miranda Christou

The June 2019 Pride month celebrations worldwide also signaled the fifty year anniversary of the Stonewall uprising. While there may be a sense of progressive evolution towards more inclusivity that appears to be in direct contrast with the backward politics of the radical right, it is important to highlight the complex relationship between these two movements. I identify three aspects of this relationship: the LGBTQ+ community as a recurrent target of the radical right, as an odd ally, and as a convenient alibi for Islamophobia.

LGBTQ+ as a recurrent target

The historical expressions of homophobia in the political spectrum do not necessarily originate from the right since it is only recently that most politically progressive alliances on the left “came out” in support of the LGBTQ+ community. However, while the repression and persecution of (mostly male) homosexuality was not exercised by one ideological camp, it did become a systematic form of brutalization under Nazism.

The Pink Triangle1 is probably the most recognizable symbol of this pursuit, vividly demonstrated in Martin Sherman’s harrowing play Bent (1979) and the 1997 homonymous film. According to Richard Plant,2 the play uses material from the memoir of a gay ex-inmate: Heinz Heger’s The Men with the Pink Triangle (written in German in 1972). Plant argues that recognition of the agony of gay people under the Third Reich was deferred, even when the suffering of other groups similarly labeled as ‘contragenics’ and sent for extermination had been gradually documented and acknowledged.

The radical right today is not a direct successor of these practices, but it maintains an unfiltered homophobia that targets the LGBTQ+ community either through physical violence or erasure and negation. For example, Golden Dawn MPs in Greece did not shy away from identifying homosexuality with pedophilia in a parliamentary debate for same-sex civil union legislation, while Golden Dawn members have been linked to attacks against gay people.3

But it is the annual June Pride parades that have recently become the radical right’s preferred arena for confrontation and airing of grievances. In Romania, the New Right (Noua Dreaptă) organized the Normality March4 in 2018 as a counter-demonstration during the Bucharest Pride parade. In Spain, Francisco José Alcaraz, a VOX representative for Andalusia, talked about introducing a ‘Day of Hetero Pride’,5 while far-right extremists in Israel targeted the Jerusalem Pride parade,6 calling it ‘LGBT terrorism’ that would turn ‘Israel into Sodom’. The collective moral panics activated by the Pride parades are not confined to fringe radical right elements, but have seeped into everyday political discourse of established officials: Brazilian President Bolsonaro warned against Brazil becoming a ‘gay tourism paradise’.7

It should be stressed that the radical right’s homophobic strategies are taking place at a time when most governments are taking small, but once-unthinkable steps of legally safeguarding LGBTQ+ rights: the Brazil Supreme Court has recently deemed homophobia and transphobia a crime8 and Bolsonaro maintains that the rights of the LGBTQ+ community will not be violated. In Romania, the effort to constitutionally ban same-sex marriage was defeated in a 2018 referendum.9 And in India, a country where key public officials continue to freely express their homophobic views,10 the Supreme Court decriminalized homosexuality in 2018.

For the most part, the targeting of the LGBTQ+ community is often indirect, including a thinly-veiled focus on the ‘protection of the family’ and opposition to the so-called ‘gender ideology’. Once the province of religious and church organizations, these ‘anti-gender campaigns’11 have become part of the social agenda of radical right parties,12 sometimes managing to resonate even more deeply than other issues.

In Hungary, where the government halted funding for gender studies programs in September 2019,13 a steady resistance to ‘gender ideology’ has been simmering for years and it is no accident that Orbán’s government named 2018 as the “Year of the Family”. In the UK, UKIP’s shift to the right is evident in their opposition to an LGBT-inclusive curriculum in primary schools.14 And, in Poland, where gender is referred to as ‘Ebola from Brussels’,15 the defense of “family values” is advanced through the language of resistance against the imperialism of European/capitalist/colonizing values.

The translation of these regressive ideologies into policy is often a simple step back: in the USA, after a decade of progress (e.g. the 2009 Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act and the 2015 Supreme Court overturning of same-sex marriage ban), the transgender community is facing erasure.16

Overall, the radical right’s reaction to Pride parades often aims at disguising homophobia and transphobia through the pretense of child protection. Thus, they easily tap into long-standing cultural anxieties, while paying lip service to LGBTQ+ rights.

LGBTQ+ as an odd ally of the radical right

To many, it may sound like a case of cognitive dissonance, but there are members of the LGBTQ+ community who not only identify with the radical right, they also hold key leadership positions. AfD’s Leader Alice Weidel is openly gay17 and in a civil partnership and has been vocal in defending her right to separate private life from ideologies that she deems harmful: teaching homosexuality in schools or pushing for what she calls ‘early sexualization’. Similarly, Ilan Sadé, the openly gay leader of Medborgerlig Samling (MED-Citizens’ Coalition) in Sweden, labelled LGBTQ+ associations as ‘bourgeois’ for refusing to accept his party’s participation in the 2018 Stockholm Pride parade.

In fact, AfD includes a group called Alternative Homosexuals18 headed by Alexander Tassis, a Greek migrant who believes in ‘classical families’, but also carefully advocates that gay couples can provide the same values as these families if they were allowed to adopt children. The LGBT Division of the English Defence League19 provides another space for those who are both gay (mostly men) and fervently defend the EDL’s nationalism. Israel’s first openly gay cabinet minister,20 Amir Ohana, has stated that ‘being attracted to men doesn’t mean you have to believe in creating a Palestinian state’.

For some time, it seemed that the flamboyant case of Milo Yiannopoulos was simply an aberrant media publicity stunt by someone who had the audacity to urge Australians to reject same-sex marriage legislation21 just weeks after getting married to his longtime boyfriend. But the phenomenon seems to be more widespread: the fact that there are members of the LGBTQ+ community that find a home in the radical right22 deserves more attention by researchers and cannot be easily dismissed as cases of internalized homophobia.

LGBTQ+ as a convenient alibi for Islamophobia

Part of the answer to the LGBTQ+ radical right paradox is the element of Islamophobia and anti-migrant sentiments that seem to bind the typically oppositional movements. In 2018, the LGBT Division of EDL organized the ‘Gays Against Sharia’23 march in Bristol, which revealed that a fear of Muslims can easily be used to unite disparate factions. Similarly, some gay men in Germany who have turned to the far right24 refer to their physical victimization by Muslims and argue that only radical right parties understand their agony.

Essentially, certain radical right groups seized upon this opportunity and managed to create a niche for the gay community that would not only expand membership, but also make them more palatable as defenders of “Western values”. Marine Le Pen25 has certainly tried to do this for Rassemblement National (National Rally) and Geert Wilders,26 the leader of PVV (Partij voor de Vrijheid, Party for Freedom), also attempts to maintain this fine balance by constantly reminding people that “Islamization” will mean the end of women’s and LGBTQ rights.

Thus, in a case that we may view as a cynical rebranding exercise, the radical right uses the LGBTQ+ community as its alibi to hate: they do not reject all minorities, but just those that oppose national and pan-European values. This has been called ‘homonationalism’27 by Jasbir K. Puar (2007): the promotion of nationalism, imperialism and even war in the name of defending LGBTQ+ rights. As Megan A. Armstrong aptly explained in a previous CARR post,28 these radical right tactics are a form of ‘pinkwashing’ that has been at least partly successful in camouflaging exclusionary policies.

Conclusion

The 13th World Congress of Families was held in March 2019 in Verona, Italy and was titled: “The Wind of Change: Europe and the Global Pro-Family Movement”. It brought together US-based hate groups and local organizations with a clear goal of exchanging information and support for their anti-LGBTQ+ agenda. These events reveal that the road to LGBTQ+ rights is paved with obstacles and contradictory forces, not least within the LGBTQ+ community itself. The internationalization of these movements, as well as the shared characteristics of the complex relationship between the radical right and the LGBTQ+ community in different settings, require new ways of understanding how issues of identity and oppression are currently negotiated.

Dr Miranda Christou is a Senior Fellow at CARR, and is an Associate Professor of Sociology and Education at the University of Cyprus.
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