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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In recent decades, Western European political landscapes have undergone significant transformations.
While scholars and commentators have increasingly scrutinised the electoral decline of social democracy
and the ascendance of the populist radical right, comparatively less attention has been devoted to assessing
the trajectory of mainstream right parties. This policy study seeks to bridge this research gap by examining
the purported radicalisation within mainstream right parties and its implications for the broader political
landscape, notably for (social) democracy. Central to this inquiry is a comprehensive analysis of the extent
to which mainstream right parties have embraced more extreme positions and the resulting ramifications.
Through a comparative lens, this policy study delves into the evolving positions of different mainstream
right-wing party families — Christian democrats, conservatives and liberals — alongside those of the populist
radical right and social democracy across Western Europe. Drawing upon extensive public opinion data
spanning the last two decades, an empirical examination of the shifting attitudes both in favour of and
against these different party families is presented. Moreover, the policy study offers detailed case studies
from Austria, France, Germany, Poland, Spain and Sweden. These case studies provide illuminating insights
into the specific dynamics at play within each country, enhancing our understanding of more recent trends.

Overall, the findings presented here underscore that mainstream right parties across Western Europe remain
loyal supporters of the liberal democratic framework. Thus far, they have refrained from morphing into a
surrogate version of the populist radical right, as it has happened, for instance, recently in the USA under
the aegis of Donald Trump. Nonetheless, the policy study highlights the substantial evidence indicating that
this peril looms ominously over several Western European countries. Indeed, mainstream right parties in
these contexts run the risk of becoming conduits for the illiberal political agenda espoused by the populist
radical right. Either through coalition-building or governance arrangements with the populist radical right,
mainstream right parties can inadvertently bolster the normalisation of far-right ideas and practices
within society. This enabling role holds significant implications not only for social democracy but also for
the broader democratic fabric. Recognising this challenge is paramount for safeguarding the integrity of
democratic principles in Western Europe and beyond.

A significant takeaway from this policy study underscores the contrasting levels of public sentiment
towards the populist radical right and social democracy. While media attention often emphasises the
growing electoral influence of the populist radical right in Europe, this narrative overlooks the nuanced data
presented here, which indicates a rising tide of opposition to this political force. Conversely, discussions
surrounding the challenges facing social democracy fail to acknowledge that it enjoys relatively lower levels
of public aversion, despite garnering fewer votes. This paradox warrants further examination by scholars and
policymakers: why does social democracy, despite its smaller electoral base, encounter less public animosity
compared to the populist radical right? The policy study suggests that there is untapped potential for social
democratic forces to expand their support by crafting compelling narratives that resonate with the values
and aspirations of a broader segment of the electorate, one that shares both democratic and progressive
ideals. This strategic endeavour hinges on developing fresh and resonant messaging that aligns with the
evolving socio-political landscape and addresses the concerns of a diverse array of voters. To achieve this,
it is essential to move beyond nostalgic rhetoric and articulate forward-thinking ideas about constructing a
better political order for the future.

10 The transformation of the mainstream right and its impact on (social) democracy
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INTRODUCTION

CRISTOBAL ROVIRA KALTWASSER!

From a progressive standpoint, the current global landscape is undeniably disconcerting. Far-right
forces are triumphing in elections across various nations; the tangible consequences of global warming
are increasingly apparent on economic, political and social fronts; and the Russian invasion of Ukraine
challenges any optimism about a world where tensions are resolved without resorting to armed conflicts.
The comprehension of the ongoing political shifts in the world and the endangerment of progressive values
is an immense undertaking that extends beyond the scope of this policy study. However, this study aims to
direct attention to a specific aspect that has thus far received scant consideration, yet holds the potential to
offer crucial insights into both the present and future state of democracy in Europe: the mainstream right.

Since its inception, electoral competition in representative democracies has been characterised by the
enduring struggle between two ideological blocs: left and right. Empirical evidence underscores that the
subsistence of democracy relies on the commitment of the competing actors between these two ideological
blocs to uphold the rules of the game. In this context, the contemporary challenge facing European societies
goes beyond the mere ascent of the populist radical right. Rather, the critical concern is the extent to which
the mainstream right is dedicated to supporting the liberal democratic framework. The attempt by Donald
Trump to overturn the November 2020 election, with the implicit or explicit backing of a significant portion
of the Republican Party, underscores that this challenge is not merely theoretical. While it may seem unlikely
that mainstream-right-wing forces in Western Europe would emulate the path taken by their counterparts
in locations such as the USA under Trump or Turkey under Erdogan, scholars, journalists and policymakers
typically presume the “mainstream nature” of the European mainstream right to be a given. Unfortunately,
there are unsettling indications that warrant a more sceptical outlook.

Perhaps nowhere in Western Europe is this more evident than in the current state of the Conservative Party
in the UK. Following the Brexit referendum, the party has been immersed in significant turmoil and internal
conflicts among different factions, each staunchly advocating for divergent and antagonistic perspectives.’
On one hand, there is a faction arguing for maintaining a profile that combines core conservative principles,
such as nationalism and a free-market economy, with a commitment to upholding the pillars of liberal
democracy, including human rights, checks and balances, and adherence to international rules to address
global challenges like climate change. On the other hand, an opposing faction contends that the party’s
future lies in aggressively reducing migration numbers at any cost; withdrawing from treaties that may

1 The author is extremely grateful to all the colleagues who have participated in this project and to Fabidn Machuca, who has been
very helpful in the preparation of the final version of this manuscript. He would also like to thank Matteo Dressler from the Founda-
tion for European Progressive Studies (FEPS), who has been supporting and monitoring the evolution of this project from the very
beginning. Finally, the author would like to acknowledge support from the Chilean National Fund for Scientific and Technological
Development (FONDECYT project 1220053), the Centre for Social Conflict and Cohesion Studies COES (ANID/FONDAP/15130009)
and the Institute of Political Science (ICP) of the Pontifical Catholic University of Chile.
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compromise the sovereignty of “the British people” (such as the European Convention of Human Rights);
and fostering an ultra-business-friendly environment characterised by low or zero corporation tax, meagre
wages, weakened trade unions, minimal welfare provisions and lenient environmental regulations.

As exemplified by the British case, it is imperative to thoroughly examine and closely monitor the evolution
of the mainstream right across Europe. Hence, this policy study systematically organises existing empirical
data and introduces new insights to address two pivotal questions: (1) the degree to which the European
mainstream right is undergoing radicalisation; and (2) the repercussions of this alleged transformation on
(social) democracy. In tackling these two inquiries, the study utilises aggregate data encompassing the
entirety of Western Europe, complemented by several case studies. The former furnishes a comprehensive
overview, while the latter delves into nuanced and detailed analyses. It is worth noting that the main focus
of the report is Western Europe, rather than Europe as a whole. Given that the political system in Eastern
European countries has its own peculiarities, which make it not identical to the one in Western European
countries, it is not simple to make generalisations for Europe as a whole. Nevertheless, the policy study
includes one chapter from Eastern Europe (Poland), since one can learn important lessons from this case
study when it comes to thinking about the radicalisation of the mainstream right and its implications for
(social) democracy. The policy study is divided into ten chapters, concise summaries of which are provided
as follows.

Chapter 1 provides operational definitions of key concepts used in the study, notably delving into the notions
of the mainstream right and the populist radical right. A critical component of this chapter involves presenting
data showcasing the electoral support trends for mainstream-right-wing parties, the populist radical right
and social democracy in Western Europe since 1980. This data not only highlights a decline in support for
social democrats, Conservatives and Christian Democrats, but also underscores the consolidation of the
populist radical right in Western Europe.

In Chapter 2, utilising the previously outlined working definitions, the study systematically organises evidence
concerning the programmatic evolution of the mainstream right in relation to the populist radical right and
social democracy in Western Europe. The authors draw upon expert surveys to chart the extent to which
radicalisation processes for different party families can be discerned on specific issues over time. Notably,
this chapter reinforces the assertion that, despite its increasing electoral appeal, the populist radical right is
not moderating its policy positions. Simultaneously, it highlights that diverse trends can be identified within
various mainstream-right party families.

In Chapter 3, a voting perspective is adopted. Analysing public opinion from 1996 to 2021 in Western Europe,
the authors present evidence regarding supporters and detractors of mainstream-right-wing parties, the
populist radical right and social democracy. Notably, the chapter reveals that a substantial number of voters
strongly disfavour the populist radical right, while social democracy enjoys considerable popularity among
a significant portion of the voting public. This suggests that the latter may possess untapped potential for
growth. Additionally, the chapter provides pertinent information that both supports and contradicts prior
findings concerning the characteristics of those who endorse and reject various party families in Western
Europe.

Chapter 4 delves into the Austrian case study, which holds emblematic significance within Western
Europe, as the first country of the region to witness a government coalition between the populist radical
right and the mainstream right. The authors present various pieces of evidence illustrating the evolution
of the programmatic positions of the Austrian People’s Party (OVP), along with insights into the profile of
its supporters. The evidence indicates a discernible shift towards conservatism on the cultural dimension

The transformation of the mainstream right and its impact on (social) democracy 13



for the Austrian mainstream right, although it does not overtly challenge liberal democratic institutions.
Intriguingly, the authors posit that this transformation is intricately tied to internal conflicts within the party.
Consequently, the future trajectory is likely contingent on how these internal tensions are addressed and
resolved.

Chapter 5 focuses on France and examines the extent to which the mainstream right has undergone a
process of radicalisation. It explores the factors propelling this transformation and assesses its impact on the
political left and, more broadly, on liberal democracy within the country. The radicalisation of the mainstream
right in France, as discussed, is a prolonged and multifaceted process influenced by both party competition
and public opinion, with organisational factors serving as mediators. Despite this, the developments have
not followed a uniform trajectory, revealing substantial variation in voter demand, party supply and strategy
across different periods of the mainstream right in France. These variations are contingent on electoral
incentives shaped by shifts in public opinion and the electoral performance of the populist radical right.

Chapter 6 assesses the potential radicalisation of the German mainstream right in response to the recent
rise of the populist radical right. The authors put particular emphasis on the willingness and extent of
cooperation between mainstream-right parties and the populist radical right; shifts in policy positions of
Christian democratic and liberal forces towards the far right (especially concerning immigration issues);
and finally the adoption of policy ideas by the mainstream right that challenge fundamental pillars of liberal
democracy, such as the protection of minorities and freedom of speech. While the chapter analysis reveals
that, to date, the mainstream right has not undergone radicalisation in response to the populist radical right,
it identifies some concerning signs.

Chapter 7 considers the situation in Poland. As the author reveals, the structure of the Polish party system
has undergone a fundamental influence from right-wing radicalism. While the departure from liberal
democracy surprised those who viewed Poland as a relatively successful case in the post-communist
transition to democracy, the effective mobilisation of pro-democratic forces in the 2023 election implies a
division rather than a regression. There has been a dual shift in the country: (1) the metamorphosis of the
“Law and Justice” party (PiS) between 2001 and 2015, from a relatively conventional mainstream-right party
into a populist radical-right entity; and (2) the response of moderate parties spanning both right and left
to PiS's post-2015 dominance. This response has played a pivotal role in the “re-mainstreaming” of Polish
politics, and help us to understand why a very diverse coalition won the 2023 elections, aiming to roll back
many of the illiberal institutional changes implemented over the last eight years.

Chapter 8 directs its focus towards Spain, a third-wave democracy, where the emergence of the far right
occurred belatedly. The author scrutinises the radicalisation of the mainstream right, the Partido Popular (PP),
and evaluate its ramifications for the broader democratic landscape, as well as the tactics and strategies
employed by the Spanish social democratic forces. In a nutshell, the chapter develops an argument about a
process of “double contagion”, meaning that the influence of the populist radical right partially contributed
to the radicalisation of the mainstream right, subsequently fuelling heightened levels of polarisation among
their political adversaries. This polarisation is notably observed in affective/identitarian dimensions and
territorial matters.

Chapter 9 looks at Sweden. The author provides a brief introduction to the Sweden Democrats and outline
aspects of the political and societal context that are considered most relevant to understanding the rising
influence of this populist radical-right party, which has transitioned from a political outsider to the second-
largest party in the 2022 national elections. Moreover, the chapter shows that the recent collaboration
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between Swedish mainstream right-wing parties and the Sweden Democrats might pave the wave for the
normalisation of ideas and practices that can harm liberal democracy.

Chapter 10 serves as the concluding section of the policy study, presenting a concise summary of the key
findings from the various chapters and offering final reflections on the current state of the mainstream right
in Western Europe. Special attention is devoted to assessing the repercussions of the alleged transformation
of the European mainstream right on both democracy and social democracy. A significant takeaway from
this chapter is the recommendation for academics and policymakers to maintain vigilant monitoring of the
(potential) radicalisation of the mainstream right. Such a process poses significant challenges to liberal
democracy, compelling social democracy to reconsider not only its programmatic positions but also its
approach to coalition building in politics.

The transformation of the mainstream right and its impact on (social) democracy 15
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1. THE MAINSTREAM RIGHT AND
THE STATE OF DEMOCRACY
IN EUROPE TODAY

CRISTOBAL ROVIRA KALTWASSER

Democracy cannot thrive without democrats. Although this is a truism, it deserves close attention in
contemporary Europe. After all, populist radical right parties are receiving an increasing number of votes
across Europe, and the evidence shows that these forces maintain a difficult relationship with democracy.?
While these parties do not claim that they want to destroy democracy, they undertake a subtle attack, since
they are particularly at odds with the liberal component of democracy. In fact, they tend to oppose actors and
institutions that defend minority rights, the rule of law and separation of powers (including independence
of the judiciary, the media and non-majoritarian institutions operating at both national and supranational
levels). Not by chance, there is a growing number of studies revealing who is supporting the populist radical
right and the ideas that the latter is promoting.®

Nevertheless, if democracy cannot thrive without democrats, one has to look not only at the populist radical
right alone, but also at the impact that latter has on the political system as a whole. The stronger the far
right becomes, the bigger the chance that other political parties might become tempted to imitate its
ideas and transform themselves. Several scholars argue that the potential conversion of the mainstream
right into an Ersatzversion of the populist radical right embodies a major threat to European democracy.*
In effect, the consolidation of the latter after 1945 is directly related to the existence of electorally
strong mainstream right-wing parties, that is, political organisations, which, when defending right-
wing ideas, are willing to respect the rules of the game that are intrinsic to the liberal democratic order.®
It would be a mistake to ignore that the very formation of the EU, the welfare state and the growing acceptance
of minorities has been possible not only because of social democracy, but also due to the gradual adaptation
of the mainstream right to societies that have become increasingly liberal in sociocultural terms and that
demand the existence of institutions committed to providing basic economic security for its citizens.®

Seen in this light, the potential transformation of the mainstream right could strongly challenge the apparent
post-war consensus of what democracy means and how democracy should function in Europe. As Larry
Bartels has recently argued,” democratic regimes in Europe seem to be eroding not from growing public
support for authoritarianism, but rather from the willingness of political leaders to adopt ideas and behaviour
that pave the way for democratic backsliding. This means that the “mainstream” nature of mainstream right-
wing parties cannot be taken for granted anymore. As the radicalisation of the US Republican Party under
the aegis of Donald Trump shows, scholars and policymakers should carefully analyse whether mainstream
right parties in Europe are gradually transforming themselves and the consequences of this potential
process for (social) democracy.

The transformation of the mainstream right and its impact on (social) democracy 17



To better understand this problem, it is important to provide working definitions of two key
concepts: the mainstream right and the far right (see Figure 1). To distinguish between these
concepts, extant academic literature normally employs two criteria: spatial attributes (moderate
versus hardcore positions) and the relationship with democracy (loyal versus disloyal behaviour).?
According to these criteria, the mainstream right defends right-wing ideas in a relatively moderate way and
respects the democratic rules of the game. By contrast, the far right adopts radical positions in the right-
wing camp and is not fully loyal to democratic norms. Moreover, within each of these two right-wing camps,
one can identify different kinds of political parties. On one hand, the mainstream right in Europe is composed
of the conservative, Christian democratic and liberal party families. Given that each of them has its own
historical trajectories and develops different programmatic offers, in the following, a concise description of
each of these party families of the mainstream right is provided.

Figure 1. Typology of right-wing parties in Western Europe.

l RIGHT l
MAINSTREAM RIGHT FAR RIGHT
Christian Liberals Conser- Populist Extreme
democrats vatives Radical Right Right

Source: Bale and Rovira Kaltwasser 2021, 9.

Christian democracy is distinguished not only by its advocacy for integration, class compromise,
accommodation and pluralism, but also by the promotion of a distinctive welfare regime, which prioritises
families over individuals and operates on the principle of subsidiarity. Moreover, Christian democracy has
played a crucial role in the Europeanisation process, as emphasised by van Hecke® and Kaiser.™® Amongst
the different exponents of this party family, one of the most studied and electorally strongest cases can
be found in Germany (CDU/CSU), but Christian democracy here has been gradually losing electoral appeal.
Not by chance, three of the four governments of Angela Merkel (2005-2021) were grand coalitions with the
social democrats.

Since their inception, European conservative parties — the second party family that belongs to the
mainstream right — have been identified by their commitment to upholding the existing economic and
political order. However, as time progressed, they recognised the necessity of adapting to societal changes.
This adaptation involved embracing democratic ideals and appealing to both workers and owners, often
employing nationalist rhetoric rather than focusing solely on class distinctions. It is crucial to acknowledge
that these parties have played a role in championing transformative policies. A notable example is the
neoliberal revolution, which aimed to reduce the size of both the state and the welfare regime. Presently,
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conservative parties are generally characterised by their advocacy for free-market economics, aligning
them with a clear right-wing ideology in sociocultural terms. Within the European context, the clearest and
probably most successful instance is the British Conservative Party. Nevertheless, as Tim Bale has well
documented," after Brexit, the latter is experiencing a process of turmoil and transformation with unknown
consequences.

From a historical perspective, the liberal party family emerged in Europe to represent the ideas and
interests of the ascending bourgeoisie, advocating for personal liberties, economic freedom, constitutional
reform and the secularisation of the state. Since the late 1990s, most liberal parties in Western Europe
have unequivocally embraced free-market principles, aligning them with the right-wing political spectrum.
Despite this economic alignment, liberal parties often emphasise individual rights and freedoms, leading
to more moderate or occasionally left-wing stances on sociocultural issues. Consequently, these parties
exhibit a distinctive programmatic mix, combining right-wing positions in the economic domain with
progressive stances in the cultural sphere. A notable example is Emmanuel Macron's project in France,
which, by intentionally aiming to transcend traditional left-right political divisions, is contributing to a further
destabilisation of the French political system.?

On the other hand, as seen in Figure 1, the far right in Europe brings together the populist radical right and the
extreme right. The main difference between them is that the former is nominally democratic, while the latter
is openly authoritarian. To better understand this distinction, it is worth briefly specifying the characteristics
of each of these two party families. The presence of extreme-right-wing ideas and parties in Western Europe
is not a recent phenomenon, as evidenced by historical instances of fascism. Indeed, post-war Europe saw
the emergence of extreme-right parties with roots in fascism across several countries. Due to their direct
challenges to democracy and associations with fascist ideologies, these parties are typically shunned by
other political entities and depicted negatively in the media. As a result, most extreme-right parties find
themselves on the fringes or are essentially defunct in contemporary Europe. One notable exception is
Golden Dawn in Greece, which — at least for a period — remained relatively competitive in the electoral arena
compared to other extreme-right parties.?

As it is well known, populist radical right parties present themselves as the voice of the (silent) majority and
do not attack the democratic system itself, but rather the existence of actors and institutions specialised
in the protection of fundamental rights, such as freedom of expression and the protection of minorities.
More specifically, populist radical right parties are characterised by three ideological components: (1)
authoritarianism, defined as the defence of clear societal hierarchies, under which any type of deviant
behaviour must be severely punished; (2) nativism, conceived as the notion that the political system must
essentially promote the interests of the native population, as foreign ideas and foreigners themselves
pose a threat to the homogeneity of the nation state; and (3) populism, understood as a political ideology
that not only portrays society as divided between two opposing groups, “the people” versus “the corrupt
elite”, but also argues to respect popular sovereignty by all means.™ Populist radical right parties have
firmly established themselves in (almost) all Western European countries, successfully securing positions
in government in some instances. Even in cases where they have not directly entered government, these
parties wield significant influence in shaping public discourse, particularly in the realm of immigration.

After briefly discussing the key concepts in the academic debate on the right-wing camp in contemporary
Europe, we present empirical evidence about its electoral strength. Given that the extreme right obtains a
minimal number of votes, we focus on the populist radical right and on the three mainstream-right party
families discussed above: Christian democracy; Conservatives; and Liberals. Moreover, we also show
the electoral strength of social democracy because this permits us to contrast its overall performance in
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comparison with the other party families. For the sake of simplicity, we present the average data divided in
periods of five years in parliamentary elections from 1980 until 2023, and we include only those parties that
have obtained at least 4% of the vote in national elections across Western Europe.'®

Figure 2. Electoral results in national elections for social democracy and right-wing
parties in Western Europe since 1980 (average per five years in percentage).
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Examining Figure 2 reveals a discernible trend that has sparked considerable debate and concern within
progressive circles, namely, the diminishing support for social democracy. Interestingly, a parallel trend is
evident for two mainstream-right-wing parties in Western Europe: conservatives and Christian democrats.
Notably, the current predicament of the latter is particularly alarming compared to social democracy, while
the trajectory for the conservative party family closely mirrors that of the social democrats. Additionally,
Figure 2 underscores the stability of the liberal party family, consistently securing approximately 15% of the
vote with minimal changes over time. Lastly, Figure 2 highlights a disconcerting pattern, which has been
already well documented and debated by academics and pundits alike: the consolidation of the populist
radical right and its growing ability to mobilise an increasing number of votes.

Figure 2 vividly illustrates the significant transformation undergone by the political landscape in Western
Europe over the past decades. As established by prior research, mainstream right parties are facing
heightened challenges due to the rise of the populist radical right. Hence, this policy study aims to
systematically organise existing empirical data, while presenting new evidence to delve into the depth of
radicalisation within the European mainstream right and its potential repercussions on (social) democracy.
The policy study is guided by two primary questions.

The first question focuses on the mainstream right’s radicalisation, considering two crucial criteria: spatial
attributes (ranging from moderate to hardcore positions) and the relationship with democracy (displaying
either loyal or disloyal behaviour). The first criterion gauges the extent to which mainstream-right parties
embrace more radical stances along the left-right political spectrum (e.g., views on the state’s role in the
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economy, immigration and moral issues). Meanwhile, the second criterion assesses how the mainstream
right modifies its rhetoric and actions concerning the liberal democratic system (e.g., questioning judicial
independence and willingness to limit certain fundamental rights). We contend that a comprehensive
understanding of the “mainstream” nature of the mainstream right requires a thorough examination of these
two criteria. For instance, while there is no straightforward evidence indicating that the US Republican Party
has become progressively conservative in programmatic terms, given its historical adherence to strong right-
wing positions (especially when compared to Western European contexts), there is a growing consensus
that, particularly since the ascent of Donald Trump, the party has adopted confrontational stances toward the
liberal democratic regime. Conversely, the situation in Western Europe might be different, with mainstream
right parties potentially maintaining loyalty to liberal democracy while increasingly incorporating radical
positions, particularly on immigration-related issues.

The second question delves into the repercussions of the (purported) radicalisation of the mainstream
right on (social) democracy, necessitating a distinction between its broader impact on democracy as a
whole and its specific consequences for social democratic forces. Concerning the former, our focus is on
understanding how the (alleged) radicalisation of the mainstream right poses challenges to, and potentially
threatens, the state of liberal democracy in Western Europe in the foreseeable future. Examining this
requires careful consideration of whether the transformation of the mainstream right is instigating gradual
shifts at both formal and informal institutional levels'” that may impact not only the quality of democracy
but also fundamental tenets of liberal democracy. Given that scholarly literature indicates that processes of
democratic backsliding are strongly related to changing behaviour at the elite level,’ this scrutiny is vital. In
other words, if political elites disrespect liberal democratic conventions (think about Trump’s unwillingness
to concede his electoral defeat), it is hard to imagine that democracy can last. Turning to the impact of
the alleged transformation of the mainstream right on social democratic forces, there are two noteworthy
dimensions for exploration. Firstly, it is plausible to hypothesise that a radicalisation of the mainstream
right may leave certain segments of the electorate feeling marginalised, prompting them to endorse
alternative political offerings that staunchly support liberal democracy and progressive values. Secondly,
the transformation of the mainstream right could significantly influence coalition-building dynamics. It
is conceivable that the radicalisation of the mainstream right not only facilitates the participation of the
populist radical right in government, but also bolsters the legitimacy of the latter’s ideas. Consequently, more
individuals may be inclined to support the populist radical right, urging social democratic forces to be open
to forming coalitions with diverse political actors to safeguard democracy and progressive values.
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2.1 Introduction

The European political sphere has experienced significant changes in the last decades. As the data
presented at the beginning of this policy study shows, electoral support for mainstream right-wing parties
has been diminishing, while more people are supporting populist radical right parties.’ Extant empirical
research reveals that many of those who support the latter did vote for the mainstream right in the past,?
and as a consequence, one can observe a growing tension within the right-wing bloc. Not by chance, pundits
and academics alike have warned that the mainstream right might feel tempted to imitate the proposals
of the populist radical right — a development that might have important consequences for the liberal
democratic regime. With the aim of assessing this risk, this chapter offers an overview of how the positions
of the mainstream right, social democracy and the populist radical right have evolved over time and across
Western Europe.

As the empirical analysis reveals, there are no major shifts in the programmatic proposals advanced by
mainstream right forces across Western Europe. Although it is true that one can identify a trend towards
more conservative standings on certain issues for some party families that belong to the mainstream right,
it would be an exaggeration to claim that a major radicalisation process is under way. Moreover, social
democracy also shows stable positions marked by the defence of progressive policies in the sociocultural
and socioeconomic dimension. However, as we argue in this chapter, programmatic transformations
normally do not occur overnight, and as a consequence, academics and policymakers should continue to
pay close attention to the ideas defended by the mainstream right to examine the extent to which some of
its members might become an Ersatzversion of the populist radical right. Moreover, as we explain below,
given that we are interested in providing an overall picture for the whole region, we work with average data
for several Western European countries until 2019. This means that the evidence presented here does not
permit national outliers to be detected, but the country cases included in this policy study give a more fine-
grained analysis of different national trajectories and with a stronger emphasis on recent developments.

2.2 The party families and expert opinions
Political parties compete against each other by developing ideas and policies that are attractive to the voting

public. Consequently, there is extensive academic literature that looks into how we can best assess party
positions and their evolution over time.?’ One possibility is to look at parties and their rhetoric, focusing on
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speeches, interventions or even party manifestos. This certainly has numerous advantages. When looking at
speeches or interventions, we can obtain a systematic idea of where politicians stand and how they speak
to different audiences. When examining party manifestos, we can get a closer understanding of the formal
policies proposed by parties. Another possibility is to rely on expert opinions to position parties alongside
various criteria. This has a different set of advantages, most notably that it accounts for the context
specificity of rhetoric or even its strategic nature. Supposedly, it provides a more “objective” analysis of
parties and their positions, based on a wide variety of experts on the topic.

Throughout this chapter, we rely on the latter approach. More specifically, we employ the Chapel Hill Expert
Survey (CHES). This project estimates party positions on ideology and various policy issues in six different
waves (1999, 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014 and 2019) and allows us to include 13 West European countries
(Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden
and the UK). While there are numerous expert surveys available to the public, we rely on the CHES because
it allows us to go back furthest in time. The good news is that most expert surveys tell a similar story when
it comes to the observations we present in this chapter. As part of our analysis, we distinguish between
five party families, namely, social democrats, liberals, Christian democrats, conservatives and the populist
radical right.?2 In what follows, we contrast the ideological and policy positions of these party families over
time.

Before presenting the empirical analysis, it is worth highlighting what previous studies on this topic have
already found and to what extent the approach developed here innovates in comparison with extant
research. In fact, previous studies have worked, for instance, with party manifesto data to examine if the
rise of the populist radical right has led mainstream right parties to adopt more conservative programmatic
positions.?® This kind of research shows that the mainstream right in Western Europe has indeed seen a
clear transformation of its agenda in one specific issue: a strong shift towards anti-immigration positions.
To reexamine the validity of this finding and innovate as well, this chapter does not use party manifesto data
but rather relies on expert opinions. Additionally, we also include and examine the positions of the social-
democratic party family.?* This allows us to assess not only if the mainstream right is moving closer to the
populist radical right on certain issues, but equally if social democratic forces are changing their positions to
try to cope with the (alleged) transformation that is occurring within the right-wing bloc.

2.3 Ideological positions

Our analysis commences with the visualisation of a broad and overarching ideological positioning variable,
ranging from zero (extreme left) to ten (extreme right). Figure 3 paints a rather unsurprising picture. It shows
that the average ideological position of social democratic parties is to the left of all the other included
parties. The four right-wing parties are generally positioned to the right of the social democratic party family.
While we notice some minor changes in the ideological positions of individual party families over time, the
overall story here is one of stability and consistency. This provides an important counterfactual to claims
that we can see an overall shift to the right — or the so-called Verrechtsing or droitisation — of politics.?®

Figure 3 shows this is not necessarily the case for the evolution of party positions. Moreover, we think that
at least three aspects are worth highlighting. Firstly, despite the “Third Way” approach - the attempt to
combine economically liberal and progressive policies?® — adopted by many social democratic parties in
the late 1990s and early 2000s, the latter present a rather stable picture in terms of their overall placement
on the left-right scale. Secondly, populist radical right and conservative parties are the two party families
located the furthest on the right. Thirdly, Christian democratic and liberal parties seem to be converging
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when it comes to their ideological placement, as they remain more centrist than social democrats, on one
hand, and conservatives and the populist radical right, on the other hand.

In summary, Figure 3 reveals there are little to no signs of major ideological shifts across the different party
families under scrutiny. We also find no conclusive evidence of radicalisation or polarisation. If anything, we
notice convergence between liberals and Christian democrats, as well as between conservatives and the
populist radical right. Altogether, this could be indicative, not so much of polarisation in its pure sense, that is,
an evolution towards two distinct political poles (like in the USA), but rather of a clearer division in ideological
camps of West European party families (and perhaps with it, a narrowing of political competition).

Figure 3. Party positions based on overall ideological stance.
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Drawing from this overall picture, we can then zoom in a bit more and disaggregate the “ideological positions”.
After all, most scholarship argues that Western European politics can be thought of in two dimensions: an
economic one and a socio-cultural one.?” Figure 4 illustrates the party family positions when it comes to
their ideological stances on economic issues.

The observations for the traditional party families remain quite similar to those of Figure 3. Social democratic
parties hold mostly left-wing positions, meaning they want governments to play a relatively active role in the
economy. The three mainstream party families on the right hold more economically right-wing positions,
advocating for market freedom and a reduced role for government. Nevertheless, there are some interesting
differences: while Christian democrats are the least pro-market within the right-wing camp, liberals and
conservatives present a slight increase in the defence of state intervention in the economy. Seen in this light,
a potential coalition between social democrats and Christian democracy should be less complicated than
with the other right-wing parties, which have a more pronounced position on market freedom.
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Figure 4. Party positions based on ideological stance towards economic issues.

10
o
= 9
2
o
=~ 8
2
L 7
IS
o
] 6 T T T ey T e <o
o« - et A v il B D WP L L L
o ¢ Y
o 5
IS
2
§ 4
> .\0\‘* *./0— PY
@ 3
o
[0}
=
5 2
c
RS
S 1
(o]
a
0
> Q a9 > o Q) Q Q% ™ © Q) Q
O S Q Q Q Q N N N N N O
A S S AR A S I R
® Social democrats Liberals < Christian democrats Conservatives Populist radical right

When looking at populist radical right parties in Figure 4, we notice their economic positions have shifted to
the left compared to the late 1990s, even including the recent uptick in their economic positioning back to
the right. Moreover, the economic positions of populist radical right parties are less right wing than those of
conservative parties, and at times even than those of liberal parties. This moderation in the past decades can
clearly be observed in their increasing emphasis on the importance of welfare state protection for natives,
or so-called “welfare chauvinism”.2® As extant research has shown, part of the growing electoral success of
the populist radical right in Western Europe is linked to its programmatic transformation that tries to present
itself as a political force defending a strong welfare regime for the “native” working class.?

Complementary to this, Figure 5 illustrates the average party positions on social and cultural issues. This
paints a very different picture than Figures 3 and 4, to some extent showing that, when experts are asked
about a party’s overall position, they tend to reflect their economic position — not necessarily their social
and cultural positions. Figure 5 shows that both liberal and social democratic parties share a relatively
progressive set of positions, which tend to reflect personal freedoms (e.g. abortion rights, divorce and same-
sex marriage). Over time, these two party families seem to have become more progressive on social and
cultural issues. They are adapting to the value transformation of European societies towards more liberal
and cosmopolitan ideas.® In contrast to Figure 4, this reveals that it should be easier for social democrats
to build coalitions with liberals in comparison with any other right-wing party. In other words, a comparison
between Figures 4 and 5 highlights that, while liberal parties compete with other right-wing parties alongside
the economic spectrum, they primarily compete with social democrats on the social and cultural spectrum
of politics.
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Figure 5. Party positions based on ideological stance towards social and cultural issues.
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Moreover, it is worth noting that conservative and Christian democratic parties share a more traditional set
of positions related to social and cultural issues than social democrats and liberals. They are sceptical of
expanded personal freedoms and favour order, tradition and stability, giving important moral authority to the
government in this regard.

While conservative and Christian democratic parties have a relatively stable position on these issues, populist
radical right parties exhibit a gradual tendency towards the adoption of more conservative positions on social
and cultural issues. This finding stays in line with the existing research, which shows that the increasing
electoral power of the populist radical right has not led to its moderation, but rather to its radicalisation.®' It is
not far-fetched to suggest, therefore, that we see little to no signs of the populist radical right toning down its
agenda. Rather than moderate itself, it seems a more popular strategy is to continue being “the stick behind
the door”. By continuously advocating stricter positions on the cultural dimension, the populist radical right
aims to give more importance and weight to the issues it defends, so that the population in general is more
aware of these problems and the solutions proposed by the populist radical right.*2

We further illustrate this in Figure 6, where we combine the previous observations about party families’
ideological stances on both economic and social and cultural issues on a single two-dimensional graph.
We notice that, even if there is some movement within party families in terms of their ideological stances
throughout the years, that movement remains minimal — especially if we consider the full spectrum within
which parties can move. All changes are rather small, indicating that party families do not overhaul their
positions from one day to another. Any changes they make are both around the margins and gradual. As
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a result, and unsurprisingly, we notice five clear and compact clusters in Figure 6. Most of the variation we
notice is within the liberal and populist radical right party families, with the former primarily becoming more
socially and culturally progressive and the latter becoming more economically interventionist.

Figure 6. Party positions based on ideological stance towards economic and social/cultural issues.
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When looking at this data, we should not forget these are the average positions for a series of different parties
across Western Europe. Consequently, it could be that in some countries we observe specific trajectories,
which are not well captured in the evidence presented in Figure 6. Moreover, the data used here is only until
2019, which means our discussion does not cover party transformations that might have occurred after the
official withdraw of the UK from the European Union (EU) in 2020, the presidency of Donald Trump (from
January 2017 until January 2021) and the Russian military invasion of Ukraine that started in 2022. Not by
chance, this policy study includes a series of country studies, which employ different methodologies and
fine-grained analyses to assess the alleged transformation of certain party systems to date (see Chapters
4-9).

Some scholars argue there might be a third dimension of competition between political parties, or at least
one that can be considered different enough from the social and cultural dimension that it warrants separate
attention, namely, the position towards European integration.®® In Figure 7, we therefore map the overall
orientation of party families about this issue, which ranges from one (strongly opposed) to seven (strongly in
favour). We notice here that all mainstream party families, left and right, hold positions either somewhat or
clearly favouring European integration.
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Figure 7. Party positions based on ideological stance towards European integration.
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Figure 7 also shows that right-wing populist parties tend to oppose European integration, making this an
important distinction between mainstream parties (which have historically been a part of the consensual
process of integration) and their populist radical right counterparts (which have typically been sidelined or
did not yet exist throughout this process). This suggests that, if the populist radical right continues to expand
electorally and can conquer executive office (either alone or in coalition with other parties), governing the
process of European integration will become not only more challenging, but it can turn into a dysfunctional
process that might even lead to the strengthening of the far right.

On one hand, the less the EU is able to govern effectively, the stronger the rejection of the voting public
might become towards the European project, something that benefits the populist radical right. On the other
hand, if the latter has enough electoral power to enter government, it becomes more difficult for the EU to
oversee and sanction infringements to the rule of law undertaken by administrations in which the populist
radical right participates. Moreover, increasing political power of the populist radical might equally lead to a
programmatic modification of is relationship to the EU: instead of trying to leave or abolish the EU, to push
for a radically reshape of the EU towards a more nationalistic version in line with far-right ideas.
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2.4 Policy dimensions

The CHES data has the advantage that it allows us to disaggregate our observations even further. Rather
than look at more general left-right positions like we did in the Figures 3-7, we can also examine specific
policy areas of the different party families under consideration. This is exactly what we do in this section.

Figures 8 and 9 present us with more detailed insights into the economic policy positions of the five party
families under consideration. They highlight the extent to which party families prioritise improving public
services and want to reduce taxes and redistribution from the rich to the poor. The common expectation is
that left-wing parties are more favourable of expanded welfare states and redistribution, whereas right-wing
parties are more amenable to lower taxes and less state intervention. For all intents and purposes, this is
exactly what we see in Figures 8 and 9.

Figure 8. Improving public services versus reducing taxes.
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Figure 8 illustrates that social democratic parties are much more favourable to improving public services
and expanding the welfare state compared to their right-wing counterparts. By contrast, all right-wing parties
are more favourable to reducing taxes and the corresponding welfare state. Here, conservative parties have
relatively strong preferences for reducing taxes over improving public services, while the positions of liberal,
Christian democratic and populist radical right parties remain more moderate. Even though there is a clear,
yet unsurprising, difference between left- and right-wing parties, we notice that stability once again is the key
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observation here. Parties barely change their positions over time when it comes to state interventionism.
By considering this observation, it becomes clear that for social democrats it is challenging to build
compromises with any right-wing party on this issue, especially because economics and the overall notion
of “who gets what, when and how” is still a central question in politics.3*

A similar observation can be made for the parties’ positions on redistribution in Figure 9. We notice that
social democrats strongly favour redistribution, whereas right-wing parties oppose redistribution. Within the
latter party families, conservative parties most strongly oppose redistribution, whereas the other right-wing
parties have a more moderate stance. Interestingly, the increasing adoption of “welfare chauvinist” positions
by the populist radical right does not go in line with defence of politics of redistribution from the rich to the
poor. Part of the explanation for this probably lies in the fact that extant research shows that an important
core constituency of the populist radical right is labour market insiders rather than outsiders.® Given that
these labour market insiders are less interested in a major reshuffle of the economic system, it makes sense
that the populist radical right holds positions on the issue of redistributing wealth from the rich to the poor
that are similar to the ones defended by the mainstream right parties, rather than those of social democratic
parties. Consequently, this evidence reinforces the argument that populist radical right and social democratic
parties advocate very different programmatic positions. Not by chance, scholars have highlighted that it is
misleading to overestimate the affinities between the voters of these two parties.3

Figure 9. Position on the redistribution of wealth from the rich to the poor.
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Figures 10-12 allow us to gauge more specific policy positions alongside the social and cultural axis of party
competition. Figure 10 explores the extent to which the different party families prefer stronger law and order
(e.g., tougher measures to fight crime) over the promotion of civil liberties (e.g., equal treatment under the
law). We notice that social democrats and liberals are stronger proponents of civil liberties (although they
remain relatively centrist in their overall position), whereas conservatives, Christian democrats and populist
radical right parties are stronger proponents of law and order.

The populist radical right stands out as a very strong opponent of law and order, systematically scoring
around nine out of a possible ten. In fact, part of the populist radical right agenda is centred on more
conservative positions on law and order, something that it is related to its emphasis on authoritarianism,
understood as the belief in a strictly ordered society, in which infringements of authority should be severely
punished.?” Seen in this light, the high scores on law and order can be explained by the populist radical right's
emphasis on respect for traditions and existing hierarchies, something that is also often linked to harsh
criticism to (excessive) accommodation towards certain minority groups that allegedly puts existing norms
at risk.®®

Figure 10. Position on civil liberties versus law and order.
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Figure 11 presents us with some insights into the parties’ positions on social lifestyle, which includes rights
for homosexuals and gender equality. This shows a similar picture to Figure 10, yet with some important
differences. We again observe the distinction between social democrats and liberals on one hand, and
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Christian democrats, conservatives and populist radical right parties on the other hand. The former set
of parties support more progressive social policies, whereas the latter set of parties are more socially
conservative. What stands out here is that the difference in policy position is much more pronounced that
it was in Figure 10. That is, whereas most mainstream party families hold relatively centrist positions in
the civil liberties versus law-and-order debate (with nonetheless clear preferences), their positions on social
lifestyle are less centrist. They can serve as a more obvious identifier between clusters of party families:
social democrats and liberals with very clear progressive positions; conservative and Christian democratic
parties with moderately conservative standpoints; and finally the populist radical right with the most
conservative position.

Figure 11. Position on social lifestyle.
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As immigration represents a key societal debate in Western Europe, party positions on this issue are
particularly relevant to study, and we visualise this in Figure 12. Similar to Figures 10 and 11, we notice a clear
distinction between social democrats and liberals on one hand, and conservatives, Christian democrats and
populist radical right parties on the other hand. The former party families hold relatively centrist positions
on immigration, while particularly conservative and populist radical right parties are more restrictive in terms
of their desired immigration policy. Populist radical right parties stand out even more because they hold
such highly restrictive positions on immigration in both absolute and relative terms. Scholars have indeed
emphasised this is the main issue populist radical right parties set out to politicise, so that they can claim
“issue ownership” on this topic.
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Figure 12. Position on immigration policy.
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It is worth noting what we do not observe in Figure 12. That is, none of the party families under consideration
hold clearly accommodating positions on immigration policy. That is, none of the parties are located on the
lower end of the scale, favouring clearly progressive policies on immigration. Even the most progressive
party family under observation in our study, the social democrats, has only a middle-of-the-scale position
on immigration policy. This suggests that West European party families might compete less on their
immigration positions, that is, whether they are for or against it, but more on the question of how to tackle
the challenges related to immigration (in the academic literature, this is called a valence issue). Seen in
this light, the challenge for social democracy and progressive forces is to find the right policy solution on
immigration that resonates with the electorate, while at the same time give enough attention to other issues
that they are not only better equipped to own but also to credibly defend (e.g., social justice).

One additional piece of evidence that the CHES dataset allow us to examine is the degree of dissent on
immigration policy experienced by the different party families. Unfortunately, this information is available
only for the latest measurement (2019), but Figure 13 shows very clearly that the populist radical right
homogenously defend anti-immigration positions, while the other party families have more internal dissent
on this topic. This is anything but a trivial finding, as political parties do have different political factions and
comparative evidence reveals that some of them might be more willing than others to imitate the positions
and/or behaviours of the populist radical right.** In fact, some of the country analyses included in this policy
study reveal that, although mainstream right parties in Western Europe are not unequivocally radicalising,
some of its factions might be willing to follow this path.
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Figure 13. Degree of dissent on immigration policy for different party families (2019).
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To further complement Figure 13 and explore the idea that different political parties may emphasise certain
issues to different extents, in Figure 14 we present the saliency of anti-Islam rhetoric. Even though this
measure is only available for 2019, it is worth presenting this, because the growing critique of immigrants is
deeply linked to the idea that people adhering to Islam are particularly problematic, since they are allegedly
incompatible with the liberal values that are engrained in West European society. Before discussing Figure
14, it is worth highlighting that here we talk about saliency and not position. Whereas the former alludes
to how much emphasis political parties place on an issue (i.e., how important they find it), the latter refers
to the policy standpoint that political parties have on an issue. By giving specific issues saliency, political
parties can try to own the issue in question and present themselves as the only ones capable of solving it.*°
Taking this into account, the data reveals that anti-Islam rhetoric is very important for the populist radical
right and much less so for the other party families.
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Figure 14. Saliency of anti-Islam rhetoric for different party families (2019).
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Finally, Figure 15 outlines party families’ position on environmental sustainability. Here, lower positions
indicate support for environmental protection, even at the cost of economic growth. Higher positions indicate
support for economic growth, even at the cost of environmental protection. Even more than in other policy
areas, stability and similarity are the key narratives from Figure 15. None of the included party families take
extreme positions, and all are located in the centre of the graph. This surely suggests that environmental
sustainability does not give way to extreme or polarising policy positions, like, for example, in the USA.
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Figure 15. Position towards environmental sustainability.
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*The full label of the Y-axis is 'Position of the party, supporting environmental protection even at the cost
of economic growth (0) to supporting economic growth even at the cost of environmental protection (10)

Moreover, even though the differences between party families are relatively small, the observations specific
to party families are similar to those from Figures 10 to 12. Social democrats and liberals (as well as Christian
democrats) lean most towards favouring environmental protection over economic growth. Conservatives
and populist radical right parties lean more towards economic growth over environmental protection, if a
choice has to be made. It remains to be seen if the populist radical right in Western Europe will follow the
path of other far-right forces (e.g., the Republican Party in the USA or Bolsonaro in Brasil) that have adopted
a climate change denialist approach.

Given that the consequences of climate change will become more visible in the near future, it is probable that
the debate about the trade-off between support for economic growth at the cost of environmental protection
will become more salient. It is an open question, thus, if policy positions towards environmental sustainability
will remain stable over time or will rather generate strong debate between different party families.
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2.5 Comparative takeaways

West European political systems have been experiencing important changes in the last decades. Extant
research shows that most countries are seeing growing fragmentation of the political space. We can equally
observe an open battle within the right-wing bloc because of the emergence of the populist radical right. In
fact, mainstream right forces are running into trouble electorally, something that it is well documented at
the beginning of this policy study (see Figure 2 in Chapter 1). Part of the problem faced by the mainstream
right is that it is being challenged by the populist radical right, with the latter stealing a significant number
of voters that in the past supported the former. To confront this challenge, the mainstream right might feel
tempted to radicalise itself, that is, to move its policy positions to the right, with the aim of regaining these
votes and diminishing the electoral support for the populist radical right.

To examine if this process of radicalisation is indeed happening, this chapter provides systematic empirical
data illustrating how programmatic positions of the mainstream right, the populist radical and social
democracy evolved from 1999 until 2019. While several findings stand out and are worth discussing in more
detail, we want to close this chapter by underlining four ideas. The first important finding is that we do not
observe a particularly noteworthy trend of mainstream right radicalisation across Western Europe. Seen in
this light, the empirical evidence discussed here gives little ground to think that a US scenario marked by
the dramatic transmutation of a long-established mainstream right party into a populist radical right party is
occurring in Europe nowadays.

However, and this is the second important finding of this chapter, the populist radical right is anything but
toning down its positions. Justified by its growing electoral support and increasing access to government,
the populist radical right maintains hard right-wing positions on issues such as immigration, the EU, and the
defence of law and order. We notice this in both absolute and relative terms. The third finding that it is worth
highlighting lies in the identification of different trends within the mainstream right: while conservative and
Christian democratic forces maintain stable support for free markets and traditional values, the liberal party
family combines progressive cultural positions with right-wing economic positions. Fourthly, and finally,
social democracy retains a stable and clear profile, characterised by the promotion of progressive values
and state interventionism to counter economic inequalities.

Taking these findings together, the possibility of building coalitions between social democratic parties
and the different forces of the right-wing bloc is not always that straightforward, particularly with the
complexification and expansion of party competition. On one hand, the adoption of more welfare chauvinist
positions of the populist radical right, in theory, facilitates a rapprochement with social democracy. However,
the evidence discussed here shows that populist radical right parties advocate neither for a redistribution of
wealth from the rich to the poor, nor for the expansion of public services. In addition, given that the populist
radical right advances very conservative positions on the cultural dimension, it is highly complex to find
an agreement on this with social democracy. As a matter of fact, there is no precedent for this in Western
Europe. On the other hand, given that liberal parties and social democratic parties tend to agree on the
cultural axis but strongly disagree on the economic axis, building a coalition between these two forces
might prove equally complex. Yet, we have numerous examples of this, therefore hinting at the fact that
differences alongside the economic axis might be easier to overcome than different positions on the cultural
axis. Lastly, since Conservatives and Christian democrats are prone to adopt positions that, even though
they are not radical, stay in antagonism with social democracy, it presents some challenges to establish
agreements with them.
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Finally, it is important to emphasise that the findings discussed here rely on average scores for Western
Europe and data collected until 2019. This means there might be national outliers and recent developments
that could depict a different picture. Take, for example, the situation in the UK today. After the official
withdrawal of the UK from the EU in 2020, the Conservative party has not been able to appease its different
factions, and there are enough reasons to worry that the most radical sectors might move the party into an
Ersatzversion of the populist radical right (assuming it is not already there). This is a similar concern to what
we observe in the USA. Moreover, the evidence we have discussed here is about the positions defended by
the mainstream right, but not about its relationship with the liberal democratic system. To address this, and
gain a better understanding of the latest developments, the report includes six case studies (Austria, France,
Germany, Poland, Spain and Sweden). In the conclusion of this policy study, we also consider the information
provided by these cases, so that we can obtain a more detailed image of the state of the mainstream right
and social democracy across Western Europe today.
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CRISTOBAL ROVIRA KALTWASSER AND STEVEN M. VAN HAUWAERT

3.1 Introduction

Across Western Europe, the electoral arena has been undergoing notable changes in the past couple of
decades, all contributing to its overall transformation.*” The encompassing developments go beyond party
competition (see Chapter 2), but also translate to the voting patterns and characteristics of the electorate.
Numerous scholarly accounts have supported popular claims that European electorates are shifting to the
right,*2 or might even be radicalising.** Most of these accounts remain anecdotal in nature, by generalising
from a handful of emblematic cases (e.g. 2007 election in France) or a very specific set of issues (e.g.
immigration).

The larger question, whether such claims are also supported by empirical evidence, is something we tackle in
this chapter. Do we observe a genuine and comprehensive shift to the right of European electorates? Is such
a potential shift limited to voters on the right, or does this extend to voters of the left as well? How does this
impact the potential support for mainstream parties, and particularly social democratic parties? Where can
the parties find these potential voters, that is, what ponds can they fish from? We set out to provide unique
insights to answer these questions, and more, throughout this chapter. Specifically, we examine the potential
for different party families through the notion of positive and negative partisanship, that is, we empirically
assess the evolution of those who support and reject political parties. The main focus here is on the social
democrats, the different mainstream right-wing forces (Christian democrats, liberals and conservatives) and
the populist radical right.

We divide the chapter into four sections. We start with an explanation of our main concepts (positive and
negative partisanship), as well as the dataset and measurement technique we use to examine these concepts.
After this, we describe those citizens who supported the different party families under consideration in
Western Europe from 1996 until 2021. The next section looks at the other side of the coin, namely, those
citizens who reject the different political parties under consideration. Finally, the chapter concludes with
a summary of the main comparative findings and a general reflection of what these takeaways mean for
political parties trying to maximise their electoral potential today.
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3.2 Supporting and rejecting political parties in Western Europe

Ever since the 1960s, The American Voter has been a classic reference in political science because it
demonstrates that partisanship is one of the more important - if not the most significant — factors that
can explain vote choice, and political behaviour more generally.** Here, by partisanship — or, more precisely,
positive partisanship — we mean the adherence, dedication or loyalty of an individual to a particular political
party, faction, person or ideology.* Initially, this referred to individuals who shared a sort of psychological
identification with one of the main political actors in the American two-party system. Since then, however, the
term has been expanded to a multiparty setting, where individuals may hold multiple positive partisanships
towards different parties.* In other words, voters can (and do) show or feel loyalty to multiple political
parties.

While the importance of positive partisanship remains undeniable across democratic politics, its often-
overlooked counterpart — negative partisanship - is equally important (if not more). In fact, The American
Voter already argued that we must study and understand both aspects of partisanship to fully comprehend
its implications and political impact. After all, voters might vote for a specific party not only and necessarily
because they like that party, but also because they dislike its alternative(s).#” Even more, recent research
reveals that negative evaluations and feelings can be more powerful than positive ones, particularly because
people tend to give more weight to bad experiences and information than to good ones.* This is particularly
prevalent in presidential systems across the Americas, where positive preferences for one party increasingly
lead to negative preferences for its alternative.*® Recent research also shows that negative partisanship
across European multiparty systems entails similar consequences to those in the Americas.*

Although it is true that both scholars and pundits alike have given much more attention to positive than
negative partisanship, interest in these two types of partisanships has been growing in the last few
years. With the aim of contributing to this debate, our chapter sets out to empirically understand the
characteristics of those who support and reject different political party families. Scholars rely on one of two
types of measures from survey data to gauge who supports or rejects political parties: (1) use positive or
negative feelings towards specific political parties, thereby showing either sympathy or apathy; or (2) rely
on citizens’ willingness or unwillingness to vote for specific political parties, thereby indicating an actual
vote preference.’’ These distinct empirical strategies are both valid, and each have their own merits and
shortcomings. For practical and theoretical reasons, however, we work with the former, that is, we examine
those who like or dislike various political parties. This empirical strategy allows us to really tap into the vote
potential for certain parties, as well as highlight which portions of the electorate remain unattainable for
certain parties. We also believe that using a more abstract apathy or sympathy variable is more telling of
how people really feel about certain parties, as the actual vote can be reflective of other motives than like or
dislike.52

Several datasets include questions in which respondents are asked to place a set of political parties on a
0-10 likeability scale. The Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES), more specifically, has data for
several years across multiple West European countries and for up to nine different parties that compete at
the national level.>® The exact question wording of these survey items is

I'd like to know what you think about each of our political parties. After | read the name of a political
party, please rate it on a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means you strongly dislike that party and 10
means that you strongly like that party. If | come to a party you haven't heard of or you feel you do
not know enough about, just say so. The first party is [PARTY NAME].
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In this policy study, we use the following operationalisation: we add values 6 to 10 to obtain the value of
support for a political party, and we add values 0 to 4 to get the value of the rejection towards a political party.
Those who respond with 5 are not included in the analysis, nor are those who do not reply to this question
or indicate they are not familiar with the party in question. Given that the surveys ask for up to nine political
parties at every time point in each country, we cluster the answers for the different party families we want
to examine, namely, social democrats, Christian democrats, liberals, conservatives and the populist radical
right.>* For example, if a German respondent qualifies as someone who likes the SPD, they are grouped
as someone who supports the social democratic party family, while if a German respondent qualifies as
someone who dislikes the AfD, they are grouped as someone who rejects the populist radical right. It is
worth noting these kinds of likeability question are asked for key political parties at the national level, and
consequently, respondents can support and reject multiple party families, something that it is expected to
occur in multiparty systems across Western Europe.

3.2.1 Levels of support for political parties across Western Europe

We start the analysis by presenting the average values of support for the five separate party families across
Western Europe (see Figure 16). An important takeaway from Figure 16 is the high level of public support
for social democratic parties, in both absolute and relative terms. On average, about 60% of citizens indicate
their willingness to vote for social democratic parties, which substantially outweighs the number for any
other party family. Considering the average vote share of social democratic parties across Western Europe
is about 20% today (see Figure 2 in Chapter 1), this means there is considerable untapped potential for these
parties. In other words, although the amount of people that actually vote for social democratic parties has
steadily declined in the last few years across Western Europe, our data shows that people are not necessarily
less inclined to support this party family.

Figure 16. Support for different party families across Western Europe.
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What equally stands out from Figure 16 is the stability in the level of support for different party families.
Even though most party families experience relatively minor fluctuations, this might very well be attributed
to the electoral cycles in the underlying countries. As an exception though, we observe a relatively linear
increase in support for populist radical right parties, doubling from about 15% to more than 30% in about
two decades. This is indicative of the two very visible phenomena across Western Europe: growing electoral
success and the normalisation of populist radical right parties.

3.2.2 Levels of rejection of political parties across Western Europe

And what about the other side of the coin? Figure 17 shows the levels of rejection of the same five party
families across Western Europe. Whereas the overarching observation regarding support for different
political parties was one of stability, Figure 17 presents a more erratic picture when it comes to people’s
rejection of them. This evolution is modest for social democratic parties, as around 35% of potential voters
dislike them. The three traditional right-wing party families experience a similar evolution, with peaks in their
levels of rejection in the mid-2000s and lows in the early 2010s. Particularly for the Christian democratic
parties in our sample, we notice a drastic increase to nearly 45% of rejection in the early 2000s and an
equally drastic decrease in rejection to about 20% of the electorate in the early 2010s. Even though there are
specific trends, one could also argue that the percentage of electorates rejecting the mainstream remains
within a stable range between 30 and 45% of the electorate. In and of itself, this might indicate a structural
vote potential for mainstream parties that they currently are not tapping into.

Figure 17. Rejection of different party families in Western Europe.
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Like in Figure 16, we observe a near-linear growth in people’s dislike for populist radical right parties, being
just shy of 30% in the late 1990s and increasing to about 50% three decades later. This shows that, even with
the success and normalisation of this party family, the number of people who reject them still systematically
increases to levels that outweigh those of any other party family today. Again, this might indicate there is an
increasing number of citizens that constitute a potential voter base for mainstream parties.

Figures 16 and 17 reinforce the findings of other studies, which reveal that the populist radical right is
becoming more attractive to voters across Western Europe.*®* However, something scholars often overlook
is the increasing number of people who also reject the populist radical right.*® The latter is therefore both
highly liked and disliked. One could argue that the more popular the populist radical right becomes, the more
citizens seem to be at odds with this party family. This means we observe a genuine polarisation amongst
the electorate when it comes to citizens’ emotional affinity toward the populist radical right.

To further substantiate this point, Figure 18 illustrates the distribution of our 0-10 likeability scale for each of
the party families for the entire period under consideration and across Western Europe. Figure 18 supports
that the populist radical right has a very polarising profile: on average, approximately 35% of the electorate
shows the highest possible score (0) of absolute dislike towards the populist radical right. By contrast, on
average, less than 10% of the electorate gives the maximum score (0) of absolute dislike towards the social
democratic party family, representing the lowest value of the five party families under consideration. This is
in line with previous research, which shows that such a strong rejection of the populist radical right can be a
sign that people are convinced of liberal democratic credentials. Even more, this observation substantiates a
clear electoral ceiling for this party family, at least in Western Europe.®’

Figure 18. Dislike-like scale for different party families in Western Europe.
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At the same time, our observations for the social democratic party family present somewhat of a paradox:
while it is the party family with the highest amount of support and only modest levels of rejection, fewer
people recently voted for social democratic parties across Western Europe (see Figure 2 in Chapter 1). This
inconsistency reveals there is not only a relatively high electoral ceiling for social democratic parties, but
also a considerable untapped potential for them. We return to this point at the end of the policy study, when
we provide some ideas about what social democrats should try to do (and not do) to get more visibility,
become more attractive, construct a clearer profile and possibly achieve better electoral results.

3.3 The supporters of different party families and their characteristics

In this section, we map some of the more important characteristics of support for the previously specified
party families, as well as the West European population average. As we mentioned above, we employ data
from the CSES, which has fielded five waves, starting in the mid-1990s until 2021. We more precisely examine
key characteristics of party supporters, focusing on their education, age, gender, income, perceived urban or
rural residence, socio-economic status, and ideological self-identification.®

Starting with education, Figure 19 shows that the overall percentage of lower educated with a positive
affinity towards the various party families is decreasing considerably, going from above 40% in the mid-
1990s to less than 20% today. The opposite evolution is true for those with a tertiary degree: where they
made up only around 10% of those with a positive affinity towards the various party families in the mid-
1990s, they now make up close to 40% of them. We notice this trend of higher-educated party supporters
across all party families, which is in line with the ongoing expansions of and access to university education
across Western Europe — especially for the younger generations.® It tells us — at least to some extent — that
increasing levels of education do not favour certain parties, or that those with higher levels of education do
not necessarily become attracted to a default party come election time. This might sound like a truism, but
one of the implications of societies with increasing levels of education is that all political parties benefit
from this societal evolution, likely even including those not under consideration here.®

The time trend here is particularly worth noting, because once we take a closer look at the differences
between party families, we have little to no choice but to conclude there are few to no such differences. In
other words, where we observe a clear evolution across party families, the story between party families is
one of relative stability and few dissimilarities. Perhaps a minor observation nonetheless worth noting is
that, relatively speaking, the proportion of higher-educated people supporting populist radical right parties
remains modestly below that of the other parties, as well as the population average.®' This lends support
to the common hypothesis that the electorates of populist radical right parties tend to comprise a higher
proportion of lower-educated citizens, largely as a consequence of their blue collar message and their
attraction to the so-called “losers of globalisation”.®?
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Figure 19. Distribution of educational attainment amongst supporters
towards five party families in Western Europe.
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Moving on to age in Figure 20, we notice a similar picture. There is a minor trend over time of political
party supporters becoming older. We primarily notice this by the increasing proportion of the 65+ group
between the mid-1990s and today, as well as a decreasing proportion of the 25- to 34-year-old cohorts.
The distribution of the other age groups remains relatively stable over time. Even more, there appears to
be little to no differences between party families, thereby countering the argument that those favouring
populist radical right parties tend to be older.%® While this may be the case in absolute terms, our evidence,
at least, shows this is not the case compared to other party families, or even the broader population. Here,
it is important to remember that all West European societies are marked by an aging population, primarily
due to an increase in life expectancy.%* Therefore, the older cohorts simply carry more electoral weight, most
notably because of their greater propensity to turn out and vote.®
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Figure 20. Distribution of age groups amongst supporters for different party families in Western Europe.
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Looking at gender in Figure 21 reveals even more stability amongst the supporters of different party families
than we illustrated in Figures 19 and 20 related to education and age, respectively. Here, we notice an almost
equal 50/50 gender split between all party families and over time. There is no overrepresentation of men or
women within particular groups of supporters for the five party families under scrutiny. This goes against
commonly held beliefs that men tend to be more favourable of right-wing parties, whereas women might be
more favourable of left-wing parties,® or — even more — that men are more likely than women to be populist
radical right supporters.®” At least when we look at the extent to which people like (rather than vote for)
certain parties, we do not observe such a difference.
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Figure 21. Distribution of gender amongst supporters for different party families in Western Europe.
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When we look at the distribution of income amongst those supporting different party families in Figure 22,
we once again notice some stability. At first sight, there are few to no differences between the different
party families. A closer look teaches us that supporters of the three traditional right-wing parties tend to
have a modestly higher income, that is, they are part of the highest-two income quintiles. This is not very
surprising, since mainstream right-wing parties typically advance economic policies that favour some of the
more affluent sections of society (e.g. lower taxes, less government intervention, a compact welfare state).

Opposite to this, we notice that the populist radical right party family is prone to have a mildly higher
proportion of supporters that fall in a lower (especially the lowest) income quintile and a smaller proportion
of supporters that fall in the highest income quintile.®® Moreover, supporters of the social democratic
party family are more in line (in terms of their income distribution) with the mainstream right than they
are with the populist radical party family. This challenges the common myth that populist radical right and
socialist electorates fish from the same pond, namely, the working class. As the recent study by Abou-Chadi,
Mitteregger and Mudde reveals,*® while the populist radical right has gained proportionally more support
from the working class, only a small proportion of that working class actually favours populist radical right
parties. Even more, only a small percentage of populist radical right supporters used to support social
democratic parties.”®
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Figure 22. Distribution of income amongst supporters for different party families in Western Europe.
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If we turn to the correlation between the perceived residence by citizens and their support for different party
families in Figure 23, we notice some important differences. Particularly since the mid-2000s, we see that
support for the populist radical right is more pronounced amongst citizens who consider themselves living in
either more urban or highly rural settings.”” The latter might align with the main thesis of post-modernisation’?
and the so-called “losers of globalisation” hypothesis,”® while the former might point to more cultural reasons
for support (e.g. the rejection of multiculturalism).” At least, this observation rejects the stereotypical notion
that populist radical right partisans are (only) those living far away from the cosmopolitan elites, a narrative
that has always been particularly prominent in Western Europe to explain radical right party success,’”® but
has gained even more traction since the 2016 victory of Donald Trump in the USA.7¢

Most generally, the differences between party families remain minimal. Yet, it is worth highlighting some
observations. Much like supporters of the populist radical right, Christian democratic partisans seem
somewhat overrepresented in rural areas and underrepresented in large towns and cities.”” Supporters of
the conservative party family appear to come disproportionally from small- and middle-sized towns and
suburbs.”® Liberal and social democratic partisans are not really overrepresented anywhere, and their
distribution is fairly similar to that of the overall population. If we look at possible evolutions over time, we
also notice that, with the exception of the mid- to late-2000s, the distribution of the residence variable has
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remained relatively stable. This might indicate that the previously discussed observations strike at the heart
of partisan differences.

Figure 23. Distribution of urban-rural residence amongst supporters
for different party families in Western Europe.
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Turning to socio-economic status in Figure 24, some interesting observations stand out. Supporters of the
three mainstream right-wing parties tend to share a similar distribution to the population average in terms of
their socio-economic status. More blue-collar and fewer white-collar workers are supporters of the populist
radical right, hinting that more economically vulnerable groups might be more attracted to the populist
radical right.”? More white-collar workers support social democratic parties, thereby at least challenging the
notion that the prime electorate of these parties (still) comes from the working class.®

At the same time, the overall decline of traditional industries — and, by proxy, blue-collar workers — might
also be partially responsible for this observation, as the social groups available for social democratic parties
shrank.t” When looking at the self-employed group, they tend to be more supportive of any right-wing party,
rather than a left-wing party.®2 This is a likely consequence of the fact that those who are self-employed tend
to be more in tune with the ideas underlying meritocracy, which is more often articulated in different ways by
right-wing political forces.
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Figure 24. Distribution of socio-economic status amongst supporters
for different party families in Western Europe.
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Finally, turning to left-right self-identification in Figure 25, it is not surprising that those who position
themselves on the right side of the political spectrum are also disproportionally in favour of the mainstream
right as well as the populist radical right. For liberal and Christian democratic parties, we notice that that the
distribution of political affinity is relatively in line with that of the population. For social democratic parties,
two observations stand out. Firstly, those who consider themselves right wing hold — unsurprisingly — lower
levels of support towards these parties. Secondly, those who consider themselves left wing are more willing
to support these parties, yet — surprisingly — this is to a much lesser extent than right-wing citizens exhibiting
an affinity towards the mainstream right or the populist radical right. This illustrates that social democratic
parties have difficulties translating their voting potential into actual support and much of their potential
remains untapped, perhaps even lost.
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Figure 25. Distribution of left-right self-identification amongst
supporters for different party families in Western Europe.
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3.4 Those who reject different party families and their characteristics

In this section, we map some of the more important characteristics of those who reject the previously
specified party families, as well as the West European population average. As we mentioned above, we
employ data from the CSES, which has fielded five waves, starting in the mid-1990s until 2021. We more
precisely examine the characteristics of those rejecting certain party families, focusing on their education,
age, gender, income, perceived urban or rural residence, socio-economic status, and ideological self-
identification.

Starting with education, Figure 26 shows that the evolution of rejection of these different party families is
similar to that of support for them. In fact, we clearly notice the same trend over time: the proportion of
lower-educated citizens who reject political parties decreases over time, whereas the proportion of higher-
educated people who reject political parties increases over time. This trend is shared across party families
and amongst the electorate more broadly, meaning that those who lack some kind of affinity to our included
party families are increasingly higher educated. This does not necessarily mean that more-educated citizens
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are becoming more dismissive of certain parties, but it rather ties into the overall trend of increasing levels
of education across the population we outlined earlier.

Figure 26. Distribution of educational attainment amongst voters
rejecting different party families in Western Europe.
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As extant research shows, it is not far-fetched to suggest that growing levels of education across Western
Europe seem to have fostered an important transformation, namely, from so-called allegiant citizens in the
1960s to more assertive citizens today.®® Whereas the former tend to be politically passive, trust institutions
and deferent towards authorities, the latter are characterised by an inclination to be politically active, distrust
existing institutions and remain more sceptical towards authority. In other words, with higher levels of
education come independent thinking, critical reflection and a more vocal expression of opinions — especially
disapproving ones, for example, by rejecting social hierarchies.®* All of these put citizens in a position where
it becomes “easier”, or at least more common, to express feelings of dislike and rejection — something that
in earlier times of extreme partisan dependence (like the 1950s and 1960s) was not necessarily the case® -
or at least no longer align with political parties in stable and predictable ways.

At the same time, it is worth noting that the link between higher levels of education and increasing rejection

of political parties is particularly noticeable for the populist radical right and Christian democrats. It is not
unthinkable for this to be related to the values promoted by these party families. After all, fewer people in
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Western Europe identify as Christians, while larger proportions of the electorate have become increasingly
sceptical of religion and the highly conservative values it promotes more generally. This might also be
explained by the fact that Christian democratic parties tend to represent more rural interests and West
European countries are increasingly urbanising, but we will come back to this shortly. Equally, citizens with
higher levels of education are more inclined to be progressive, tolerant of out-groups, give higher priority to
cosmopolitan values and advocate for minority rights as part of a larger adherence to equality. This aligns
less with the populist radical right.

Moving on to the age distribution of those rejecting different political parties, Figure 27 paints a similar
picture to Figure 20 (the correlation between age and support for the same party families). That is, the
proportion of voters who reject the party families under consideration increases over time. More specifically,
we notice a more considerable number of people who reject these party families amongst the 65+ cohort,
while fewer of them come from the 25- to 44-year-old cohorts. Even though part of this might be related to
the aging of European electorates, it is nonetheless an important trend. In conjunction with Figure 20, this
might indicate that younger cohorts are more likely to be positive partisans and, thus, express an explicit
liking of certain parties, whereas older cohorts are more likely to be negative partisans and, thus, express
an explicit dislike for certain parties. At the same time, we notice there is — once again — little difference
between party families.

Figure 27. Distribution of age groups amongst voters rejecting different party families in Western Europe.
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Looking at the gender distribution of citizens who reject the party families under consideration in Figure 28
further confirms the initial observations related to gender and support for different party families. We notice
an almost equal 50/50 gender split between all party families and over time. There is no overrepresentation
of men or women within particular groups of potential voters who reject certain party families. Although
existing research tends to show the prevalence of male voters within the populist radical right,¢ the data
discussed here suggests there is no evidence of a gender gap when it comes to rejecting the populist radical
right over time in Western Europe. This is a notable finding and further highlights that some of the voter
potential for all parties under consideration, even the social democrats, is not tied to a particular gender

group.

Figure 28. Distribution of gender amongst voters rejecting different party families in Western Europe.
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Looking at the income distribution amongst people who reject the different party families in Figure 29, we
notice a relatively equal distribution amongst the five income quintiles, both within each party family and
over time. Nonetheless, there are some modest differences that are worth pointing out. For example, we
notice that the rejection of conservative and liberal parties is more prevalent amongst those with lower levels
of income, something that it is probably related to the tendency of these parties to defend more restrictive
welfare policies and oppose government intervention.
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Similarly, we notice that fewer citizens who fall in the highest income quintile tend to be at odds with the
traditional right-wing parties. We do not see such a (modest) trend amongst people who reject social
democrats and populist radical right parties. Citizens who reject these two party families are similar to the
population average in terms of their income distribution. In and of itself, this is not all that surprising, as the
rejection of these parties might stem from an overall desire for less welfare and government intervention.

Figure 29. Distribution of income amongst voters rejecting different party families in Western Europe.
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When we examine the residence of those people rejecting the different party families in Figure 30, several
interesting observations stand out. First and foremost, we notice that more voters who reject the populist
radical right come from highly urban areas. The same is true for those rejecting conservative and liberal
parties, at least recently. To a certain extent, these findings reinforce the argument of the continued relevance
of the urban-rural cleavage, and geography more generally, when it comes to understanding political
behaviour in contemporary Western Europe.®” It is something we not only see in Western Europe, but across
the world. For example, in the USA, “[...] the Democrats, quite simply, have evolved into a diverse collection of
urban interest groups, and the Republicans into an assemblage of exurban and rural interests”.8®

Even more, it further highlights what classical scholars, like John Rawls and Emile Durkheim, already alluded

to, namely, the political difference between urban and rural politics, and — by proxy — the corresponding
disparities in people’s life chances or so-called spatial injustice.?® Interestingly, this holds true for both
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rejecting and supporting different party families (for comparison, see Figure 23). As for the mainstream
party families under analysis, the distribution is in line with that of the population, meaning there might not
be a discernible residential origin of those showing disdain for certain party families.

Figure 30. Distribution of urban-rural residence amongst voters
rejecting different party families in Western Europe.
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Overall, however, we notice that the rejection of political parties was more tied to residence in the mid-1990s
than it is today. A negative affinity towards populist radical right and conservative parties used to stem
disproportionately from small or mid-sized towns and suburbs, which might be related to these peripheral
regions experiencing relative depletion of their human and economic capital in the 1990s and casting blame
on these parties. Today, the distribution is much more balanced and in line with the population average. This
is in line with increasing urbanisation, as well as the overall trend of spatial development across Western
Europe.®® Today, more so than some decades ago, mega-city regions and smaller high-tech towns act
once again as magnets for population and skills.”’ This suggests that the economic development of less
urban areas and their overall transformation over time reduce the rejection of right-wing parties that was
traditionally disproportionate in those areas.

We now turn to the distribution of socio-economic status amongst those rejecting the party families under
consideration in Figure 31. When looking at white-collar workers, more of them tend to reject populist radical

58 The transformation of the mainstream right and its impact on (social) democracy



right parties compared to the population average, while fewer of them are inclined to reject conservative
parties. In turn, blue-collar workers are disproportionately prone to reject both conservative and liberal
parties. Surprisingly, blue-collar workers are not less likely to reject populist radical right parties, something
that reinforces the argument that blue-collar workers should not be thought of as a monolithic bloc, but
rather as a diverse group, including people at odds with the populist radical right.° Finally, we notice that
people who are self-employed tend to be disproportionately more negative to social democratic parties; a
trend that can be partially explained by social democratic parties mostly advocating for the regulation of the
free market.

Figure 31. Distribution of socio-economic status amongst voters
rejecting different party families in Western Europe.
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Finally, we examine left-right self-identification of citizens rejecting different party families in Figure 32.
Right-wing individuals are considerably less likely to reject conservative and populist radical right parties.
At the same time, those self-identifying as right wing are much more prominent amongst those rejecting
social democratic parties. Left-wing individuals are overrepresented amongst those rejecting any right-wing
party. Simultaneously, fewer self-identified left-wing individuals show rejection of social democratic parties.
None of this is all that surprising, but it highlights that left-right self-identification helps us understand the
extent to which people reject different party families. Moreover, it also reveals that an important part of the
overall voting public (nearly 40% at each point in time) identifies as right wing. Given that a faction of this
group rejects various right-wing party families, it is not far-fetched to suggest there is an important level
of competition between right-wing parties for these voters and an important source of potential for social
democratic parties that might remain unexploited.
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Figure 32. Distribution of left-right self-identification amongst voters
rejecting different party families in Western Europe.
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3.5 Comparative takeaways

We started this chapter by outlining the extent to which citizens support and reject the five party families
we set out to examine here. Most generally, neither support nor rejection of mainstream parties fluctuates
much over time. That is not to say that their (potential) electorates are stable over time. As a matter of fact,
we know they are not. Yet, it does mean that the extent to which people like and dislike mainstream political
parties is not something that drastically changes. Consequently, there is not only a permanent pond these
political parties actually fish from, but there are also potential ponds from which mainstream parties can fish
— thereby leaving a good number of prospective votes untapped.

This is slightly different for the populist radical right. Compared to its mainstream counterparts, we notice a
relatively linear trend upwards for both like and dislike of the party family. In other words, while we see that
more people come to like populist radical right parties, we simultaneously see more people come to dislike
these parties. Interestingly, the latter trend is something more recent, which might be due to these parties
becoming more visible and even participating in or supporting government in numerous West European
countries (Austria, Denmark, Italy and the Netherlands). An important implication of this latter observation is
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equally the polarising potential of these parties. In the recent CSES wave, more than 50% of people disliked
these parties, while about 35% of people liked them, leaving only a small minority out there without a clear
stance of opinion on these parties.

In a second step, we explored the characteristics of those who support and reject the party families under
consideration. Overall, the main takeaways here are those of stability and continuity. That is, we find that —
with few exceptions — there are few to no discernible differences between the socio-demographic profiles
of citizens supporting or rejecting the different party families. Even more, we find there are few notable
changes over time in these profiles. In other words, the trends that we observe are not ones with significant
fluctuations, but they rather project a certain steadiness and balanced nature of the partisan profiles under
consideration. In most instances, where we do observe changes, they are primarily related to societal
changes, such as ageing populations, urbanisation, and increasing levels and access to higher education,
rather than parties suddenly attracting different sections of the (potential) electorate.

One notable difference that is worth highlighting relates to the perceived residence of citizens. That is, urban
or rural residence relates to the support and rejection of certain party families, more so than some of the
other factors under consideration in this chapter (like gender, household income, age, etc.). While there
only appear some minor patterns in terms of geographic origins of support and rejection of mainstream
parties, we do find more indicative evidence that citizens rejecting and supporting populist radical right
parties are overrepresented in what citizens believe to be highly rural and urban areas. Altogether, it alludes
to the remaining political (and electoral) relevance of the perceived urban-rural divide within West European
countries.

What does all this mean, and what should we take away from this? First and foremost, the entirety of our
empirical analyses shows there is perhaps less of a social, political and electoral divide between the different
party supporters across Western Europe. Or, at least, whatever divides there are, they remain limited in time
and less structural than scholars might claim. Secondly, we notice important levels of dislike for all parties
under consideration, meaning that the potential voter pool for the different parties is considerate. After all,
voters who express a clear dislike for certain parties could be considered potential voters for other parties.
Political science has highlighted for decades that party support is lower than ever, while volatility (and
rejection) is higher than ever. While we can look at these as grim phenomena delineating European politics,
we can also highlight the potential they bring forward. Political parties have more potential voters now than
they have ever had. On the flipside of this same coin, we could also argue that parties might need to work
harder than ever before to attract these voters.

Finally, and specifically for the social democratic party family, their potential is perhaps larger than that for
any other party family under consideration. They have the highest levels of support of all party families
under consideration, while they have a relatively low and stable number of people rejecting them by default.
Yet, at the same time, their larger potential combined with their modest vote share across Western Europe
also means they remain relatively inefficient at mobilising and engaging their potential. While more than 60%
consistently express a certain affinity to the party, their average vote share has decreased from nearly 35% in
the early 1980s to about 20% today (see Figure 2 in Chapter 1). The questions that social democratic parties
across Western Europe must ask themselves are why there is an increasing gap between the potential and
the actual vote share, on one hand, and why they are not able to fully take advantage of this potential, on the
other hand.
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4.1 Introduction

Austria is a crucial case for studying the potential radicalisation of the mainstream right, as the country has
been a stronghold of the populist radical right since the 1990s. Migration has been an important issue in
party competition, and levels of Euroscepticism have been higher than in most other EU member states.

Research on party competition has identified different strategies by which mainstream parties respond to the
rise of the populist radical right.*® Generally, mainstream parties have two options for reacting to a populist
challenger: either they opt for a dismissive strategy and ignore them; or they choose an adversarial strategy
of co-optation. The Austrian People’s Party (OVP), which represents the mainstream right by combining
Christian democratic, (neo)liberal and conservative orientations, initially tried to ignore the growing challenge
by the populist radical-right Austrian Freedom Party (FPO). As this, however, did not produce the expected
results of containing the FPO's appeal, the OVP switched to an adversarial strategy by adopting several of
the FPQ’s positions, ideas and rhetoric.%

While there have been proposals to establish a “cordon sanitaire” against the populist radical right, as the
example of Belgium shows, in Austria the OVP has twice formed coalitions with the FPO. Thus, when faced
with a radical-right populist challenger, the behavioural pattern by the conservatives runs from dismissal
to convergence and even governmental cooperation.®> According to Bale,®® such cooperation leads to a
mainstreaming of the extreme right and a bipolarisation of the party systems. But does this also lead to a
radicalisation of the mainstream right?

Although the number of studies on the OVP’s programmatic and strategic transformation since the turn
of the millennium has been limited, several authors have interpreted the development as far-reaching. For
instance, Wodak wrote that the OVP “shamelessly integrated some (not all) aspects of the FPQ’s election
programme”,?” while Hadj Abdou and Ruedin classified the OVP as an “anti-immigration actor”.®® Strobl
interpreted the recent development of the OVP as an example of “radicalised conservatism”.®® We are
primarily interested in the supposed transformation of the OVP and ask whether cooperation with the FPO
is indeed the result of a genuine programmatic reorientation that could be categorised as radicalisation. In a
second step, we ask how this may affect (social) democracy.

We begin with a brief overview of the OVP’s development and the Austrian political context. We then examine
whether and how the party may have radicalised by reviewing recent literature and using various available
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and original data on the party’s positioning, program and communication. Finally, we turn to the implications
of the (potential) radicalisation of the OVP for Austrian democracy in general and for the development of the
Social Democrats (SPO) in particular.

4.2 The OVP and its political context

Austria is a federal state comprising nine Bundesldnder, the legal and financial powers of which are limited,
but which nevertheless form an important additional layer of the political system. Another important feature
of Austrian politics is corporatism, which, despite its decline after the heyday of the 1960s and 1970s, is still
relevant to economic policymaking.

Since the establishment of the Second Republic after the Second World War, the OVP - together with the
SPO - has been the dominant party in Austrian politics. The Freedom Party is not a new party either, having
been founded in 1955. In the 1970s and early 1980s, it went through a liberal phase, which ended when
Joérg Haider became party leader in 1986. The FPO is thus an example of an insider-converted established
party turning into a populist radical-right party. Other relevant parties include the Greens, which are relatively
strong by European standards, and the smaller liberal formation NEOS (as well as its predecessor LIF in the
1990s). Despite regional exceptions, radical leftist parties have been too weak to matter politically.

4.2.1 The evolution and organisation of the OVP

The political forerunners of the Austrian conservatives date back to the late 19th century, when the Christian
Social Party emerged as an anti-socialist and anti-liberal mass party based on Catholic social doctrine,
representing the rural population, the urban bourgeoisie and small businesses. The historical legacy of the
OVP also includes a clerical-fascist authoritarian state from 1934 to 1938, which went down in Austrian
history as Austrofascism, and which was only swept aside and overshadowed in its repressive nature by
the annexation of Austria by Nazi Germany. Thus, the clerical and corporatist heritage positioned the OVP,
founded after the Second World War, from the outset as comparatively conservative in orientation.

Organisationally, the People’s Party used to be characterised by a weak centre and relatively powerful
component organisations and regional branches. Its six so-called “leagues” (Biinde), based on professional
and demographic characteristics (Employees’ League, Business League, Farmers’ League, Women's League,
Seniors’ League and Young Conservatives’ League), are independent under the law and can potentially act
autonomously from the party leadership. The OVP is also shaped by powerful regional party branches and
their leaders. Thus, national party leaders always strive for leverage with regard to these different internal
factions. Spatially, the OVP’s organisation corresponds to the country’s federal structure. Of all the Austrian
parties, the conservatives still have, by far, the highest organisational density.

While the SPO traditionally saw themselves as the party of the industrial proletariat, the conservatives
formed the collective political force for almost all strata of the bourgeoisie, as well as Austria’s rural
population. As such, the OVP was not only a party for the well-to-do and business interests but saw itself
as a genuine “people’s party”; hence, its official name in German Volkspartei. As a bourgeois catch-all party,
it has contained a variety of ideological currents, such as conservatism, (market) liberalism and Catholic
social doctrine.
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The OVP was able to claim the most important cabinet posts and the chancellorship during the long
succession of conservative-social democratic coalition governments from 1945 to 1966, followed by a
single-party government until 1970. However, the emerging new middle class, which was politically more
liberal and socially mobile, turned out to be an increasingly poor fit for the traditionalist orientation of the
People’s Party. The demographic changes in the population also inevitably altered the balance of power
between the suborganisations of the party. Being the junior partner in a grand coalition with the SPO from
1987 onward significantly constrained the OVP’s modernisation agenda. Throughout the late 1980s and
1990s, the constant internal tug-of-war between the various factions created the image of a bickering
party with a weak leadership. In the transformation of the Austrian political system during the 1970s into a
“chancellor democracy”,'® political personalities became increasingly important thus exposing the relative
weakness of the OVP leadership by comparison. Over time, the conservatives have been vulnerable to
persistent criticisms, particularly from the rising populist radical right, the FPO. From 1986 to 1995, voter
support for the OVP dropped from 41.3 to 28.3%.

The conservatives were well aware of their problems and, therefore, made several efforts to reform their
organisational structures and sharpen their ideological profile. The 1995 program formalised the OVP’s
philosophical return to ideological and cultural conservatism, signalling the end of the party’s more liberal
phase. Four years later, the then OVP leader, Wolfgang Schiissel, struck a deal with the Freedom Party to
form a coalition, despite being third in the 1999 elections. This allowed the People’s Party to take control of
the government, with Schiissel as chancellor and the FPO as junior partner. Although initially regarded as
an international pariah, the conservatives retained the chancellorship until 2007, benefitting from the FPQ’s
internal problems and eventual collapse in government, when it was replaced by a breakaway formation
called Alliance Future Austria (BZ0) in 2005.

4.2.2 Party change under the leadership of Sebastian Kurz

By the mid-2010s, the OVP was once more the junior partner in a coalition with the SPO and again in great
electoral distress. By then, the FPO had long recovered from its nadir. The reverberations of the refugee crisis
of 2015 threatened to result in further defections by conservative voters to the Freedom Party. In addition,
the SPO managed to install a politically promising new party leader and chancellor, Christian Kern, in 2016.
In response, the OVP also opted for new leadership by bringing in Sebastian Kurz, the foreign minister and, at
the time, the most popular and youngest (aged 31) member of the government.

Kurz had been a vocal critic of Austria’s handling of the refugee crisis, distancing himself from the party’s
“old guard”. He abandoned positions that were unpopular with conservative and right-wing voters, such as
the OVP’s staunchly pro-European stance, and struck a critical tone toward immigration and Islam. Kurz
rebranded the party — creating a new colour scheme (from black to turquoise) and party name (“New
People’s Party”) — centring the party’s appeal around the new leadership and the change in direction he
would provide, even though the OVP had been continually in government since 1987 and has been part of
the political establishment since the Second World War.’

Although the OVP’s strategy of coopting the Freedom Party in both style and ideas was indeed successful
in 2017 (and in 2019), as the OVP could mobilise likely (and former) Freedom Party voters, the new coalition
built with the FPO lasted less than two years. A video surfaced in May 2019, showing an intoxicated FPO
leader, Heinz-Christian Strache, acting in a way that suggested he was involved in influence peddling and
public corruption. This scandal, named after the island of Ibiza, where the video had been shot, led to the
ousting of the FPO leader and, subsequently, the collapse of the coalition. This was mainly because the
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conservatives also insisted on the resignation of the FPO interior minister, Herbert Kickl, who was accused
of interfering in investigations into right-wing extremist groups shortly after the new government had taken
office. Evidently, the more moderate groups in the OVP saw the government reshuffle as an opportunity to
get rid of Kickl, whom they regarded as a political liability. However, Kurz's plan to form a short-term minority
government of his OVP with some independent ministers until an early election failed. Following a vote of no
confidence, a transitional government of experts was appointed, and new elections were held in September
2019.

As a result of these events, the OVP pursued a dismissive strategy, trying to ignore the FPO and instead seek
a new coalition with the Greens. The opportunity presented itself because, in the 2019 election, the FPO lost
almost 10% of its voters, while the Greens achieved their best electoral win yet. The OVP had been in the
best position to appeal to many disappointed FPO voters and, thus, improved on its already strong showing
from 2017 (from 31.5 to 37.5%). The People’s Party reckoned that they had little to fear from the right, as the
FPO was internally divided and preoccupied with its own problems. In addition, the coalition agreement with
the Greens ensured that conservative migration policy, which mattered to Kurz and the OVP greatly, could
not be blocked by the Greens, so the conservatives would be free to find alternative majorities in parliament
if the Greens were uncooperative.

Unexpectedly, however, the Greens, who controlled some of the key ministries, often succeeded in pushing
back against the conservatives. Leaked chat conversations pointing to the possible involvement of key OVP
officials, including Chancellor Kurz, in political and public corruption, as well as an extensive investigation
by prosecutors protected by the Greens justice minister, significantly undermined the OVP's standing
with the public. This, in turn, strengthened the leverage of the Greens, who in October 2021 threatened to
leave the coalition if Kurz, who was facing a vote of no confidence, did not resign. The distinct prospect
of a new government without the conservatives prompted the party to push for Kurz’s resignation first as
Chancellor and then as party leader. The OVP foreign minister, Alexander Schallenberg, briefly took over the
Chancellorship until the OVP subsequently elected Karl Nehammer as party leader (interim 2021, elected
2022) and Federal Chancellor (December 2021). In office, Nehammer followed an adversarial strategy of
publicly attacking the FPO and its leader Kickl as unfit to govern, but, at the same time, continued to pursue
an agenda designed to attract voters from the right.

Summing up, the development of the People’s Party in recent years suggests that the liberal wing of the party
has disappeared, and the Christian democratic profile has been weakened in favour of a more conservative
orientation.

Figure 33 gives an overview of the national election results (shares of votes) of all parties that have won
seats in the parliament’'s main legislative chamber since 1986. It also attests to the centrality of the OVP
as the nearly perennial government party, as can be seen at the top of Figure 33 where all coalitions are
displayed.
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Figure 33. Elections to the national parliament (Lower House; Nationalrat).
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Source: Nationalratswahlen. Federal Ministry of the Interior.

Notes: Since 1994, there has been a 4% threshold; since 2008, the legislative period has lasted five years.
Legislative and government periods may not correspond, as governments often take office the following year.

The second OVP-FPO cabinet lasted only until April 2005, when the BZO formally replaced
the FPO as the OVP's coalition partner without new elections being called.

Abbreviation: TS, Team Stronach; all other parties are mentioned in the main text.

4.3 Party change and the OVP’s shift to the right

When exploring the potential radicalisation of mainstream right parties, as explained in Section 4.1, it is
important to distinguish between two concepts of radicalisation. It may refer to changing spatial attributes,
such as the shift from moderate to hardcore positions in specific policy fields. Alternatively, radicalisation
may be reflected in the fact that leading party officials or party positions start questioning central principles
of liberal democracy, such as the independence of the judiciary or the freedom of the press. Since the latter
aspect, as we show, is hardly relevant for understanding the general development of the OVP, we concentrate
on the former.

To first analyse the programmatic development of the party in Section 4.3.1, we trace the overall development
of the OVP based on data from content analyses of party manifestos provided by the MARPOR project.%
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Here, we distinguish between the socioeconomic and sociocultural dimensions of party competition.
Subsequently, we trace the positions on European integration based on expert surveys. To provide more
information on the salience of the issues that the OVP communicates, in Section 4.3.2, we present the
results of a new content analysis of party press releases, including information on the political and other
actors that the OVP attacks. Finally, we discuss the party’s coalition behaviour in Section 4.3.3.

4.3.1 Programmatic change and party positioning

Regarding the development of positions on socioeconomic issues, Figure 34 suggests that the FPO and the
OVP approach parallel patterns on this dimension. Even more striking, however, is that the differences in
economic policy positions between all five parties currently represented in parliament have diminished over
time and that both right-wing parties, the OVP and the FPQ, have abandoned their neoliberal positions of the
1990s. Since all parties now take a left or centre position, a potential radicalisation (or even transformation)
of the OVP on economic policy has hardly taken place.

Figure 34. Economic left-right positions of the main Austrian parties over time (1986-2019).
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Source: Heinisch and Werner (2021), p. 147, with an update for 2019. The figure uses data of the MARPOR project;
the calculation of the left-right position is based on Franzmann (2009) “The change of ideology: How the left-right
cleavage transforms into issue competition; an analysis of party systems using party manifesto data”.
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In terms of convergence on socio-cultural issues, we see a different pattern. Figure 35 shows that the OVP
maintained a moderate orientation at least until 2006, remaining rather close to the SPO. The conservatives
moved to the sociocultural right after losing their majority in the 2006 elections, while contending with
an FPO that had moved sharply to the right. However, after 2008, both the SPO and the OVP were more
concerned with the financial crisis and its aftermath, rather than sociocultural issues. Following the refugee
crisis in 2015 and 2016, and especially after Kurz took the reins of the party, we see the OVP veer sharply
to the socio-cultural right again. Under Kurz, the party began focusing more on “political” Islam, extremism
and the question of the cultural integration of immigrants into Austrian society.’® In 2019, it was hardly
distinguishable from the FPO on this dimension of conflict.

Figure 35. Sociocultural left-right positions of the main Austrian parties over time (1986-2019).
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Source: Heinisch and Werner (2021) with an update for 2019. The figure uses data of the MARPOR
project; the calculation of the left-right position is based on Franzmann (2009).

A closer look at OVP election programs between 2013 and 2017 reveals that, in areas such as immigration,
EU policy, economic sovereignty and security policy, claims positioned on the right increased in both scope
and scale, meaning that they resembled nationalist and far-right positions previously associated with the
FPO." The OVP manifesto, Der Neue Weg,"° emphasised teaching “Austrian values” to immigrants, rejected
voting rights for qualified foreigners (in local elections), warned against foreign (especially Turkish) influence
on Austrian civil society, advocated for border controls, vowed to protect cash transactions (from alleged EU
plans to the contrary) and so on.
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The OVP's position on European integration, by comparison, has remained more stable, but we, like other
authors,’® observe a turning away from the party’s former enthusiastic support.’”” The results of several
expert surveys indeed show the more subtle change of the OVP in recent years (Figure 36). While the
OVP has not become Eurosceptic, the recent shift towards more criticism has nevertheless led to internal
tensions. This is best exemplified by a long-running public conflict between Kurz and his successors in the
OVP leadership, on one hand, and the party’s own leading member of the European Parliament (EP) and
its first vice-president, Othmar Karas, on the other.’® Karas, who has been a member of the EP since 1999,
is one of the most prominent figures in the People’s Party, regularly criticising his own party and the OVP-
led Austrian government for taking positions contrary to European interests. Karas eventually announced
that he would no longer stand for the OVP in the European elections of 2024. In many ways, Karas is the
embodiment of what the OVP once was and how it has changed, especially in terms of European integration
and Christian democratic values.

Figure 36. Austrian parties’ positions on European integration (1984-2019).
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4.3.2 Issue salience and attacks against opponents

While the OVP has certainly moved to the right on the socio-cultural dimension of conflict, it is still an open
question how important the issues comprising this dimension are for the party’s general profile. Turning
therefore to issue salience, we track the OVP’s development over time by conducting a content analysis
of the party’s press releases from January 2015 to October 2023. Given that the party’s economic policies
can hardly be considered radical, we deliberately focus on a limited list of socio-cultural and security
issues, namely, migration and internal security, as well as Islam and terrorism. Figure 37 shows the relative
importance of these four issues over time since 2015. To make both graphs more readable, we aggregate
our fine-grained data and present quarterly figures.

Figure 37. Salience of selected issues based on OVP press releases,
January 2015-October 2023 (percentages per quarter).
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Source: Own content analysis using OTS, a website run by the national news agency APA.

The salience of migration, which in our analysis also includes issues related to integration, is primarily driven
by external factors, most notably the migration crisis of 2015-2016. In September 2015, at the peak of this
crisis, no fewer than 45% of all press releases were related to this topic. This peak is also visible in the
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quarterly data, with the third quarter of 2015 showing, by far, the largest share. Since then, the topic has
been present but has never regained such prominence. The salience of crime, the other topic shown in the
left of Figure 37, has been more stable. Islam and terrorism, shown on the right, have been less important
in OVP communication — note that the y-axis uses a different scale. The peaks are typically the result of
Islamist terrorist attacks in Europe, including an attack in Vienna (2 November 2020), and most recently the
war between Israel and Hamas. However, in 2018 and 2019, the OVP also focused on “political Islam” and
specific policies, such as banning the wearing of headscarves.

While migration and, to a lesser extent, Islam have been salient topics in the OVP’s communication since
2015, the party has refrained from politicising those cultural issues that are at the forefront of the so-called
“culture wars,” as in the USA. Nonetheless, especially on Islam, the shift by the OVP has been pronounced,
given that conservative religious practices and piety were once welcome in a party for which secularism
constituted a central problem.® However, most of these other cultural issues have typically not become
salient, which is why we have refrained from systematically recording them in our content analysis of press
releases. For example, while gun control is not a prominent issue in Austrian politics, battles over abortion
have flared up periodically since the 1970s, when the then majority SPO — against strong opposition from the
OVP (and FPO) — established that abortion remains illegal but not punishable during the first three months
of pregnancy. Neither the OVP nor the FPO have attempted to reverse this decision, but access to it is more
difficult in some conservative-governed states (but also in SPO-led Burgenland).

The current debates on LGBTQ+ rights are another example of the OVP’s acceptance of changing values
in society. Progressive legislation, such as the introduction of same-sex marriage or the recognition of a
third gender in official documents, has partly been initiated by the Constitutional Court, not by parliament
(or the government). However, the OVP has typically accepted such changes without expressing strong
opposition. Recently, there have been efforts to push back against gender-sensitive language. The new OVP-
FPO government in Lower Austria (see below) decided to abolish this form of writing in official documents,
but the practical (and legal) consequences of this decision remain an open question. A final issue related
to culture wars is the OVP’s recent struggle with various aspects of “wokeness”. Here, the People’s Party
is defining “normalcy”, which it claims needs defending, such as eating meat or the right to pay cash. The
related idealisation of rural life, where people live in single-family homes and use cars, is additionally often
mixed with the party’s traditional anti-Vienna rhetoric. In 2019, a leading OVP official in parliament lamented
that their children go to Vienna (that is, to university) only to return as Greens. All these positions express
traditional, conservative ideas, but they hardly indicate a transformation or radicalisation of the party.

In addition to changes in a party’s political profile, radicalisation can also be expressed in its relations with
other parties. Following similar work that systematically investigated the extent and targets of negative
campaigning in election periods,'® we therefore also coded all parties and other actors that the OVP attacked
in press releases — including a statement against Karas, the aforementioned MEP critical of his own party.™"

The share of press releases containing attacks against competing parties, or other (political) actors, has
increased dramatically over time. While the development of issue salience shown above hardly reflects the
party’s transformation from the old to the “new” OVP, the image on the left of Figure 38 is quite different.
The party’s level of negativity has increased substantially, which is particularly interesting since the use of
attacks is typically associated with opposition parties. Strobl claims that the OVP under Kurz has switched
to a permanent campaign mode,"2 which might be reflected in the increase of negativity expressed in press
releases. However, the OVP’s new communication pattern also reflects the general increase in conflict in
Austrian politics since the last period of the grand coalition government.
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Figure 38. Monthly share of press releases with attacks (left side) and the main targets (right side).
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Source: Own content analysis using OTS, a website run by the national news agency APA.

The right of Figure 38 shows the main targets of all attacks since 2015, displaying the absolute number of
press releases including these attacks. The SPO has been the main target of the OVP, followed by the FPO
and the two smaller parties currently represented in parliament. A closer look at the development over time
(not shown due to space limitations) reveals an interesting pattern: the SPO was the main target, even when
both parties formed the government. For the FPO, on the other hand, the OVP had refrained from attacking
the party before and during its second coalition (2017-2019). Since the Ibiza scandal, and especially since
the FPO became the strongest party in opinion polls in December 2022, the FPO has been a primary target,
but typically behind the SPO. In comparison, the share of attacks against the European Commission is much
smaller, but still shows that the EU is no longer “sacrosanct”. Next on the list of targets is the Economic and
Corruption Prosecution Office (WKStA), a special office within the public prosecutor’s office that deals with
cases of economic crime and corruption. In recent years, as mentioned above, several high-ranking (former)
OVP politicians and people close to the inner circle of the party have been suspects or even defendants in
corruption cases.
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4.3.3 Coalition behaviour and the radical right

As noted above, radicalisation is also indicated by party behaviour that seems to violate the taboo of not
cooperating with radical parties which are seen as a threat to liberal democracy or openly challenge the
democratic rules of the game. In this respect, the OVP differs from many other conservative parties in its
willingness to form coalitions with the populist radical right. While the first coalition, formed in 2000, led to
widespread protests in Austria and many European countries, the second coalition, formed in 2017, was
more widely accepted as politics as usual. In this respect, the inclusion of the FPO in national governments
has contributed to a normalisation of radical-right populism. But coalitions including the FPO have remained
the exception.

Crucially there are two factors that need to be understood when evaluating the behaviour of the OVP. Grand
coalitions between the conservatives and SPO have been the norm in Austria (1945-1966, 1987-2000, 2007-
2017), not the exception. It was precisely this partocracy that originally fuelled the growth of the radical
right. Since 1986, the OVP was always the junior partner in that coalition and, as such, was haemorrhaging
voters much more than the SPO, which by the 1999 elections placed the OVP in existential jeopardy. It is this
context in which the party opted for a way to escape what it considered a political trap. Secondly, Austrian
elections since 1986 have consistently delivered majorities to the right of centre, yet the country continued
to have social democratic government leaders through 2017, except for the years 2000-2007. In short, the
OVP has always had majorities with the FPO in parliament. However, only in three of 11 elections and under
specific conditions did it choose to cooperate with the FPO. In each case, the Freedom Party had either
moderated or signalled its willingness to support key parts of the conservative agenda. And each time the
parties coalesced at the national level, the FPO collapsed in public office, leaving the government in political
disarray. Conversely, the Freedom Party always recovered and radicalised when it went back into opposition.

While coalitions with the FPO may have contributed to the normalisation of radical-right politics, it is also
important to note that, since the 1990s, both conservatives and social democrats have repeatedly adopted
policy positions and expressed views on issues such as migration and Islam that were derived from the
Freedom Party’s discourse. In short, both parties contributed in different ways to the normalisation of radical
politics.

4.4 Impact on (social) democracy

A radicalisation of the mainstream right would have severe consequences for the future development of
liberal democracy. But it would also affect the mainstream party of the left, that is, the SPO. We first briefly
discuss the potential impact of the OVP’s shift to the right on the state of liberal democracy in Austria before
we turn to the consequences for the SPO in terms of potential vote switching from the mainstream right to
the mainstream left and the consequences for coalition making.

4.4.1 Democratic backsliding (also) in Austria?

The current debate on democratic backsliding not only refers to the impact of populism and the far right, but
also concerns the behaviour of political elites as a decisive factor. In general, most authors would categorise
Austria as a stable liberal democracy. However, several comparative international indices rating the quality
of democracy recently ranked Austria at the bottom of the top group of liberal democracies (e.g., the
Economist Intelligence Unit) or reported that Austria’s ranking had slipped both as an electoral democracy
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(from an index score of 0.85in 2017 to a score of 0.79 in 2022) and as a liberal democracy (from a score of
0.77 t0 0.7)."% Using a limited number of variables, V-Dem recently even downgraded Austria from a liberal
to an electoral democracy. However, the V-Dem measures may suffer from methodological problems given
the small number of country experts providing estimates.

4.4.2 Impact on social democrats I: Vote switching

Social democratic forces might profit from a radicalisation of their competitors if voters of the mainstream
right do not support their traditional party’s new radical course. However, as shown in Section 4.3, Austria
hardly represents a fully-fledged example of radicalisation on the mainstream right. Moreover, the share
of vote switching between left and right is rather low. Using aggregate (ecological) data provided by SORA
on the level of voter transitions, we can trace vote switching from 1999 to 2019. Unfortunately, no directly
comparable data are available for periods extending further back in time. The aggregate data show that
since 1999, OVP voters rarely switched their support to the SPO. Instead, the conservative voters turned to
the FPO and the former breakaway formation of the latter, the BZ0, as well as the Greens or the liberal NEOS.
The SPO, on the other hand, primarily lost voters to the FPO, Greens and non-voters. While vote switching
between the OVP and SPO occurs only rarely, former SPO voters did change to support the OVP, particularly
in the elections of 2017 and 2019 when the party made significant gains.

The data show how the OVP mobilised voters from its populist challenger, the FPO, by winning over 17% of
voters in 2017 and 20% in 2019 who had previously voted for the FPQO. This seems to support the idea that
coopting the challengers’ ideas, program and rhetoric may prove successful in mobilising voters. However,
thinking of the FPO's implosion following each time the party joined the government as a coalition partner,
this may not be due to co-optation but rather due to inexperience and incompetence of the populist party in
government."'s Moreover, the electoral gains for the OVP may not only result from co-opting the immigration
issue, but also the OVP's attempt of an image overhaul and Kurz's popularity as a political leader.

In 2017, 3% of former SPO voters switched to the OVP and 12% moved to the FPO. In 2019, 5% changed their
vote to support the OVP, 2% switched to the FPO, and 14% voted for the Greens. The strong trend toward the
Greens in 2019 may be a consequence of people wanting to ensure the Greens’ presence in parliament after
they had failed to clear the 4% hurdle required for parliamentary representation two years prior. But it also
demonstrates a significant overlap of potential voters for both parties in general.

Overall, the SPO did not win many voters from the OVP in either 2017 or 2019; if anything, they lost voters
to the conservatives in these elections. Bigger movements away from the OVP are much more likely in
2024 when the party will certainly lose votes. But moderate OVP voters disappointed with the OVP's shift to
the right (mostly on the socio-cultural dimension) might prefer NEOS to the SPO. It appears that the latter
has more potential to mobilise Green and FPO voters, or even those of other smaller parties as well as
non-voters. Finding a strategy to mobilise these diverse groups is difficult. For example, embracing stricter
immigration policies might appeal to individuals with right-wing attitudes,’ as it did for the OVP in the 2017
and 2019 elections, but the SPO would automatically lose voters on the left, which hence would not change
the overall balance of power. In the recent struggle for party leadership in June 2023, the SPO opted for the
most left-wing candidate, Andreas Babler. Burgenland’s governor, Hans Peter Doskozil, who lost the internal
election, represents an alternative strategy that mixes strict positions on migration with traditional left-
wing economic policies. Babler being elected as party leader might prevent a challenge from the left (as it
happened in recent state elections) but hardly makes the party attractive for conservative voters.
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4.4.3 Impact on social democrats Il: Coalition building

To understand coalition building in Austria, one must consider both the developments at the national and
state (Ldnder) levels. Until the early 2000s, most state governments used a system that allocated seats in
the executive according to the parties’ strength in the legislature. The FPO in particular benefited from this
system (which is still used in all local elections), as it was automatically part of the “established” parties. In
recent years, by contrast, government coalitions at the state level can be viewed as a political laboratory for
testing potential coalition building, as political rules now largely follow those that also apply at the national
level. The coalitions formed at the state level may serve as blueprints, as coalition formation at the national
level benefits from the experience of coalitions at the state level. For instance, the coalition between the OVP
and the Greens seems to have been facilitated by such cooperation between the two parties in three state
governments.’’

As of 2023, the elections in the nine federal states resulted in three different forms of coalitions from the
OVP’s perspective: in coalitions with the SPO; coalitions with the FPO; and coalitions with the Greens. Only in
two states (Burgenland and Vienna) is the OVP currently in opposition (see Table 1).

Table 1. Previous and current coalitions at the state level.

Burgen- Carin- Lower Upper . Vorarl- .
land thia Austria Austria BT ST el berg Misnus
N N ovP . ovpP N . . N
. SPO SPO N OVP OVP OVP OVP SPO
Previous N L SPO . Greens .
FPO OVP N FPO SPO Greens Greens Greens
FPO NEOS
) SPO OovpP OvpP OovpP OvpP OvpP OvpP SPO
Current SPO . . . . " ..
OVP FPO FPO FPO SPO SPO Greens NEOS
(Starting) | (2020) (2023) (2023) (2021) (2023) (2019) (2022) (2019) (2020)

Note: As of November 2023. The sequence of states follows their alphabetical order in German.
The party mentioned first in each column holds the office of governor (Landeshauptmann/Landeshauptfrau).

Recent government formations in three states suggest a possible revival of an OVP-FPO coalition at the
national level after the 2024 general election. But given the OVP’s pivotal position in the party system, other
options are possible, too. In the last five years, the party has cooperated with all other relevant parties in
either state or national governments.

How can the SPO respond? Since the FPO's transformation into a populist radical-right party, the SPO
has always ruled out a coalition with the FPO. This so-called “Vranitzky Doctrine” (named after the former
chancellor (1986-1997) and party leader, Franz Vranitzky) has thus severely limited the SPQ'’s options. Since
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no left-wing majority (beyond the OVP and FPO) has emerged in national elections since 1979, the SPO is
dependent on the willingness of the OVP to cooperate. Some in the SPO thus have argued for abandoning
this “doctrine”, but there have only been two instances at the state level in which the SPO has deviated
from this pattern. An SPO-FPQ coalition at the national level, therefore, seems unlikely under the current
leadership of the two parties. Another scenario could be an SPO-led majority beyond the OVP and FPO due
to a split in the People’s Party. This scenario is currently unlikely, but Karas, the OVP's internal critic, has not
ruled out running in the next national elections.

A different coalition scenario is suggested by the fact that the political environment in 2024 appears to have
shifted significantly to the left on social and economic issues. The experience of high inflation, and therefore
high prices, coupled with an economic downturn; Austria’'s largest bankruptcy case, which highlights the
influence peddling between wealthy individuals and state officials; and widespread industrial action in
support of higher wages and better working conditions, make the political environment one from which the
SPO should be able to benefit. The fact that, despite these and the government’s ongoing problems, the
SPO remains in second place in opinion polls, some 5% behind the FPO a few months before the elections,
points to internal problems, such as lack of cohesion and certain difficulties in connecting with the people.™®
However, another way of reading this is to conclude that the SPQ'’s ability to maintain their public standing
and remain in second place, despite internal divisions and a rather botched process to find a new party
leader, suggests that their economic message is resonating with voters. If the OVP were to focus more on
economic competence and less on migration and identity, a possible strategy suggested by recent polling
data, the SPO and OVP could form a coalition centred on the economy. However, both parties would probably
need a third coalition partner, such as the Greens or NEOS, to achieve the necessary majority.

4.4.4 Impact on social democrats lll: Debate on the orientation of the party

The OVP’s repositioning further to the right, combined with a resurgent populist radical-right Freedom Party,
has had an impact on the orientation of Austria’s other political parties, especially the SPO. While the FPO
is firmly anchored on the far right of the socio-cultural political divide, the Greens and the liberal NEOS
are positioned on the socio-cultural cosmopolitan left. This also corresponds to the rather homogeneous
voter profile of these parties. However, the situation for the SPO was quite different, as the party, while still
positioned on the socio-economic left, was pushed in different directions on socio-cultural issues such
as national identity, immigration and Islam. Thus, a divide opened up between urban and liberal groups,
especially in Vienna and other cities where the SPO still appealed to middle-class voters for whom the OVP
was too conservative and traditionalist, and traditional social democratic voters in the industrial working
class and smaller towns. This divide was embodied in a conflict between Pamela Rendi-Wager, party leader
from 2018 until June 2023, and Burgenland governor and SPO regional party chairman Hans Peter Doskozil,
who clashed frequently and publicly over the party’s course on immigration, security, Covid measures and
cooperation with the FPO.

Moreover, as the OVP had also moved to the right economically under Kurz, the left in the SPO increasingly
demanded a response in the form of a repositioning of the party further to the left on the economic
dimension. This led to a three-way contest in 2023 for party leadership between three individuals, each
representing a group in the party: Rendi-Wager, the incumbent, stood for the liberal-urban centre; Doskozil,
the socio-cultural right combined with a dirigiste state; and Andreas Babler, the economic left reminiscent
of the SPO of years past. In a hard-fought race marked by controversy and technical glitches in the party’s
internal voting process, Babler won the leadership contest against Doskozil after Rendi-Wager announced
her withdrawal.
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The rise of the left in the party was aided by the emergence of other left-wing groups outside the SPO, such
as the Communists (KPO+), who made a respectable showing in the city of Graz and the state of Salzburg.
In Graz, they took over the mayoralty of Austria’s second-largest city in 2019, and in Salzburg they won 11.6%
of the vote in 2023. Another left-wing party, the Austrian Beer Party of the musician Dominik Wlazny (alias
Marco Pogo), made a respectable showing in the presidential election of 2022 and has announced it will run
in the 2024 general election. These left-wing rivals are an indication that there is still plenty of room to the
left of the SPO, which finds itself somewhat caught between the two extremes and fears losing voters to
either side.

4.5 Conclusion

Has the OVP been merely “parroting the pariah”’® or indeed has it adopted the pariah’s agenda wholesale?
Has the OVP's reaction to the populist challenger also set in motion a process of normalisation, as Wodak
points out,'® in that the OVP adapted radical-right-wing ideas, such as on migration policy? As we show
in this chapter, the number of transgressions against previously accepted political norms and discursive
conventions have increased, including the normalisation of verbal attacks on democratic institutions
such as the judiciary and especially the public prosecutor’s office. Does this amount to radicalisation in a
transformative sense though? Based on the empirical evidence for the two criteria of spatial attributes and
the general relationship with democracy, our answer is no.

With respect to the first criterion, the OVP has certainly moved to the right and now holds fewer moderate
positions regarding migration (and Islam) than in earlier periods. In some respects, it is hardly distinguishable
from the populist radical right, but the more restrictive policies proposed (and partly implemented) are
nevertheless mostly acceptable within the framework of a liberal democracy. Instances in which the OVP's
proposed reforms pushed the boundaries of what was acceptable within a liberal democratic setting,
such as the banning of headscarves in schools or the indexation (but mostly reduction) of family benefits
for migrants’ children residing outside Austria, were blocked by national and European court rulings,
demonstrating democratic control through the rule of law.

We also recognise the party’'s waning enthusiasm for European integration, but the OVP has not become
a Eurosceptic party like the FPO. Moreover, the OVP has mostly abstained from politicising issues that,
especially in the USA, are categorised as “Culture Wars”.

Regarding the second criterion, the party’s relationship with democracy, the People’s Party respects the
democratic rules of the game. Furthermore, the OVP is less likely to attack liberal institutions due to its
current dominant position and the fact that many public offices are staffed by its own people. Nonetheless,
the ongoing legal proceedings against top party officials, including former party leader and Chancellor Kurz,
will serve as a kind of “litmus test”.

Still, when it comes to the so-called radicalisation of the mainstream right, neither the political discourse
nor the political behaviour of the OVP can in any way be compared to what has occurred when right-wing
parties came to power in Hungary or Poland. This assessment also applies to the periods when it governed
together with the FPO. As the dominant party in these coalitions, the OVP was able to stop the rise of the
populist radical right, which always collapsed in public office and suffered severe setbacks in the subsequent
elections. However, things might look different if the FPO were to enter such a coalition as the stronger
party. In such a constellation, the OVP’s previous strategy of “taming” the radical right in public office could
come to an end.
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GILLES IVALDI
“What sets us apart from the National
Rally is our ability to govern.”

Eric Ciotti, April 20212

5.1 Introduction

In comparative terms, because of the very early arrival of the populist radical right in the mid-1980s, France
provides a relevant case study for the analysis of the impact that the populist radical right may have on
other political actors in the party system, and how such actors respond to the new competitive challenges
emerging from the electoral and organisational consolidation of their populist radical-right challenger.

Therefore, the evolution of the mainstream and the populist radical right in France may be seen as a
blueprint of recent developments elsewhere in Europe. The electoral rise of the Front National (FN) — now
Rassemblement National (RN) — since the mid-1980s has presented a major challenge for parties of both the
mainstream left and right in France. As Meguid argues, mainstream parties must decide whether to dismiss,
accommodate or attack their new competitor.’?2 The empirical analysis by Abou-Chadi demonstrates that
the electoral success of populist radical-right parties provides an incentive for established parties to shift
their position toward a cultural protectionist profile and to emphasise the immigration issue.??

In France, the established parties have adjusted their responses to the FN’s political challenges, in both
discourse and policy. Because of its spatial proximity to the FN, the mainstream right has been more
susceptible to competition for votes with the populist radical right.'?* In seeking to recapture the votes lost to
the FN, the mainstream right has progressively moved towards more authoritarian and exclusionist positions
on the cultural dimension of competition.'?> Qver time, this shift has been most discernible in immigration,
security and — more recently — European integration.

Taking France as a case study, this chapter looks at the extent to which the mainstream right has been
undergoing a process of “radicalisation”. It examines the factors that have driven such transformation, and
its impact on the political left and, more broadly, on liberal democracy in the country. As discussed, the
radicalisation of the mainstream right in France must be seen as a long-term process, driven by both party
competition and public opinion, and which has been mediated by organisational factors. These developments
have not been monotonic, however. We see significant variation in voter demand, party supply and strategy
across different periods of the mainstream right in France, depending on the electoral incentives produced
by shifts in public opinion and electoral performances by the populist radical right.

Moreover, the radicalisation of the mainstream right should be placed in the historical context of the broader
right-wing reactionary movement that has developed in France since the late 1970s.'% From the early 2000s
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onward, this right-wing reactionary movement has gained visibility and influence in public discourse and
media debates in France. This has helped heighten the salience of FN issues in the mainstream political
space and media, and it has had a strong influence on both elites and public opinion, thus somewhat
facilitating the amalgamation of the mainstream and populist radical right.

Looking at the evolution of the mainstream right since the mid-1980s, this chapter argues that the recent
reorientation of Les Républicains (LR) under the new leadership of Eric Ciotti and Laurent Wauquiez has been
marked with a significant radical-right turn, which is taking LR closer than ever to the RN. Once the dominant
party of the right pole of French politics, LR is now reduced to a minor flanking party. Such marginalisation
casts doubt on the viability of the post-Gaullist right in the tripolar party system that has consolidated in the
2022 elections, and which is currently dominated by the radical left, Macron’s Renaissance, and the RN.

Finally, we look at the extent to which such radicalisation has contaminated other political forces to the left
and centre of French politics, and the impact it may have more broadly on liberal democracy in France. The
radicalisation of the mainstream right participates in the erosion of democracy. LR's strategic repositioning
in the political space may herald a significant reconfiguration of the right pole of French politics in the future,
with an increasingly normalised RN as its dominant force.

5.2 The mainstream and populist radical right in France

Since the mid-1980s, the French right has been split into the mainstream and the populist radical right.
Historically, the mainstream right in France has been divided into two main families, namely, the conservative
Gaullists and non-Gaullist liberal centrists. These two strands of the right are characterised by different
trajectories and ideologies, as well as internal ideological heterogeneity.?’

5.2.1 The two strands of the mainstream right

The Gaullists represent the conservative pole of the mainstream right in France. They have traditionally been
defenders of national independence and national sovereignty and, therefore, more sceptical of European
integration. They are proponents of strong leadership and keepers of the institutions of the Fifth Republic as
the legacy of De Gaulle. In contrast, centrists have traditionally supported more progressive and culturally
liberal policies, and they have been more supportive of federalism and a more integrated EU. They also have
historically been more open to institutional reform and modernisation.

The bulk of the Gaullists is now found in LR, which is the successor party of the Union pour un mouvement
populaire (UMP) that was formed as an electoral umbrella for the French right in the early 2000s. The centrist
component remained relatively marginal throughout the 2000s, and it was embodied in the Union pour la
Démocratie Francaise (UDF) led by Frangois Bayrou. In 2017, Emmanuel Macron’s newly formed LREM took
over this “independent” political centre, winning moderate voters from both left and right.”?® Since 2017,
Macron has moved towards the right of French politics, both in policy terms and by accommodating former
conservative right elites, such as Edouard Philippe, Bruno Lemaire and Gérald Darmanin. Such a move has
presented a significant challenge for LR: in the 2022 presidential election, a substantial share of previous
LR voters — nearly four in ten — defected to Macron.”® As Jaffré demonstrates, there has been a significant
shift to the right among Macron voters: in 2017, 27% placed themselves to the right compared with 45% in
2022.12°
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5.2.2 The populist radical right

Turning to the populist radical right, it is currently represented by two parties in France, Marine Le Pen’s
RN (previously FN) and Eric Zemmour's Reconquéte!. The FN, under the leadership of Jean-Marie Le Pen,
made its first electoral breakthrough in the 1980s, politicising cultural issues of immigration and law and
order. Since her accession in 2011, Marine Le Pen has set a new trajectory for her party, seeking to shed
its extremist profile to gain legitimacy and maximise electoral support. While keeping with the nativist,
authoritarian and populist agenda of the old FN, Le Pen has taken her party to the economic left in response
to the many economic anxieties produced by the succession of crises, namely, the 2008 financial crisis,
Covid-19 pandemic and war in Ukraine.™®°

Alongside the RN, the 2022 elections have witnessed the electoral rise of former newspaper columnist
and media pundit Eric Zemmour. A political newcomer, Zemmour founded a new party, Reconquéte, and
he mounted a presidential campaign within only a few months. He won just over 7% of the first-round vote,
splitting the populist radical right, while simultaneously winning a substantial number of former conservative
right voters who had previously supported LR in 2017.73

Recent analysis confirms that Zemmour shares the core defining ideological features of the populist radical
right, showing its typical nativist, authoritarian and populist ideology. Unlike Le Pen, however, Zemmour's
radical-right ideology is combined with liberal market economics, and reactionary right-wing, anti-feminist
and sexist positions. Finally, his campaign showed strong criticism of key liberal values, such as minority
rights and the role of the judiciary, which placed Zemmour closer to the extreme right.’*2

Zemmour's extremist profile contrasts with Le Pen’s strategy of normalisation, which has essentially been
to “detoxify” the party’s far-right reputation since the early 2010s. Negative partisanship towards Le Pen
has been declining in recent years, and electoral support for the RN has been steadily increasing: in the
2022 presidential runoff, Le Pen won a total 41.5% of the vote compared with 17.8% for her father in the
2002 election. According to the December 2023 Barometer of RN image, only 41% believed that the RN
posed a danger to democracy, compared with 58% in 2017 and up to 70% twenty years earlier, reflecting its
normalisation.™?

5.2.3 Electoral trends

Recent elections in France have attested to substantial changes in the balance of forces both across and
within the main political blocs. One of the most significant reorientations has been the electoral collapse of
LR since 2007 (see Figure 39). Once the dominant force in French politics — holding the presidency between
1965 and 1981, and again between 1995 and 2012 - the conservative right found itself at its historical low
in the 2022 elections, with presidential candidate Valérie Pécresse winning just under 5% of the first-round
vote, compared with an average of about 24.5% throughout the 2000-2010s. In the 2022 legislative elections,
LR managed to secure only 62 seats, down from an average 260 over the past two decades.

Meanwhile, Emmanuel Macron has established a credible centre-right alternative, adopting a liberal
market and pro-European agenda, winning two successive presidential elections in 2017 and 2022. Since
2017, Macron has significantly moved to the right both on the economy and on cultural issues, such as
immigration, which increased his appeal to former conservative voters in the 2022 elections. His party,
LREM, renamed Renaissance, failed to achieve an overall majority in the 2022 legislative elections, however,
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essentially reflecting growing public discontent with his style of presidency and the economic fallout of the
war in Ukraine.™®*

Figure 39. Electoral results in presidential elections of right-wing parties in France since 1981.
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Conservative: Jacques Chirac (1981, 1988, 1995, 2002); Nicolas Sarkozy (2007, 2012); Francois Fillon (2017); Valérie Pécresse (2022)

Populist Radical Right: Jean-Marie Le Pen (1988, 1995); Jean-Marie Le Pen + Bruno Mégret
(2002); Marine Le Pen (2012, 2017); Marine Le Pen + Eric Zemmour (2022)

Finally, one important development has been therise in support for the populist radical right, the diversification
of its electoral base and its institutionalisation in the 2022 elections. Together, Le Pen and Zemmour won
30.2% of the first-round vote (see Figure 39). Le Pen herself captured 23.2% and progressed into the runoff
against Emmanuel Macron, winning 41.5% of the vote and over 13 million votes, by far the highest level of
support ever achieved by the RN/FN. In the legislative elections, the RN won an unexpected and historical 89
seats, making it the largest single opposition party in the National Assembly.
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5.3 The radicalisation of the mainstream right

France is a relevant case to study the potential conversion of the mainstream right into an Ersatzversion
of the populist radical right. Such a long-term process of adjustment and transformation has been amply
documented in the literature, and it may be seen as a response to both party competition and public opinion,
with regards to immigration and multiculturalism.™®

Historically, in France, debates about immigration have been linked to a wide array of socio-political issues,
including Muslim integration into society — as illustrated by the many controversies over the Islamic
veil, burgas and mosques — socio economic inequality, urban unrest and Islamic terrorism.™® Over time,
mainstream parties of the right have adjusted their political agenda to the rising salience of immigration
issues. Such vote-seeking strategies were at play as early as in the 1970s, that is, prior to the electoral
breakthrough of the FN. In 1973, the first oil shock and the economic recession that followed had already led
the centre-right President Valéry Giscard d'Estaing to adopt more restrictive immigration policies, claiming
to halt labour immigration to the country.™’

From the mid-1980s onwards, the electoral rise of the FN has represented a new competitive challenge
for the mainstream right, however. The politicisation of immigration and crime by the FN has resulted in a
new cultural dimension for party competition with which traditional parties of the right have had to realign
themselves.'® Restrictive and repressive policies introduced in the areas of immigration and law and order
have been generally interpreted as a reaction by the moderate right to the electoral entrenchment of the FN
within the party system.™°

These developments have not been monotonic, however, and they have also been dependent upon the
balance of forces between different ideological factions within the French right at any specific point in time.
Drawing from Evans and Ivaldi,’* this section looks at the radicalisation of the mainstream right in France
over flve main periods since the early 1980s, which are characterised by significant variation in party supply
and strategy (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Main phases of the mainstream right in France since 1981.

Period

The FN entry phase
(1981-1991)

Leadership

Chirac

Strategy

Sporadic cooperation
with the FN at the
local level

Cultural issues

Co-optation of FN
cultural issues
(immigration, law and
order)

Cultural conservatism
continued from
previous period

Europe

Gaullist move
towards pro-EU
positions

Stability of right-wing

Gaullist support of

Fillon and the social-
conservative agenda
(2013-2022)

Copé, Wauquiez,
Jacob

“neither the FN nor
the left” strategy

Exclusion of the FN G ;
. . Cordon sanitaire; Maastricht
(1992-2004) Chirac, Juppé Republican Front cultural agenda and
policies
The Sarkozy period Persistence of right- UMP support to
of national-identity wing cultural agenda | the ECT and Lisbon
politics (2005-2012) Sarkozy Co-optation of FN Treaty '
.. | ethno-cultural agenda |  Soft Eurosceptic
Cordon sanitaire; and identity politics narratives

LR shift towards
social conservatism
and reactionary right

Soft Euroscepticism

The radical-right turn
(2023-)

Waugquiez, Ciotti

“Neither the RN nor
the left” strategy

Nativist policies

National sovereignty
claims

Culture war against
“wokeism”

Euroscepticism

Source: Adapted and updated from Evans and Ivaldi (2021).

5.3.1 Competing with the FN during its entry phase

As early as the mid-1980s, the RPR/UDF coalition of centrists and Gaullists tried and adjusted their positions
on immigration and crime to the expectations and concerns of those voters who were beginning to desert
them and turn to the FN.' This was evident, for instance, in the policies adopted by the RPR/UDF in 1986/88
and again in 1993/97, as well as in the controversial symbolics and narratives by right-wing party leaders,
such as hardliner Minister of the Interior Charles Pasqua, to regain ground among FN voters.'#

Such process primarily concerned shifts towards more restrictive immigration and tougher law-and-order
policies. Meanwhile, the mainstream right would essentially continue to operate within the liberal democratic
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system and comply with international human rights conventions, such as the European Convention on
Human Rights and the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, with respect to areas such as migrant family
reunion, for instance. Parties of the mainstream right would also retain the core principles of republican
secularism, while preserving birthright (jus soli, right of soil) as the basis for French citizenship, and explicitly
rejecting FN nativism.

5.3.2 The political exclusion of the FN

After sporadic episodes of local cooperation with the FN in the mid-1980s, the mainstream right, under the
leadership of Chirac and Alain Juppé, moved towards moral condemnation and political exclusion of the
populist radical right. Essentially the mainstream right adopted two strategies of exclusion with respect to
the FN: (1) a cordon sanitaire, whereby parties of the right would refuse to ally with the FN; and (2) a Front
Républicain (Republican Front) consisting of ad hoc alliances of parties across the spectrum wherever and
whenever a populist radical-right candidate would be likely to win a decisive round in elections.™®

Throughout the 1990s, inter-party competition on immigration became progressively framed by the ethno-
cultural agenda of the FN, however, as Le Pen’'s party was increasingly gaining visibility and electoral
strength. As Schain explains, during that period, the definition of immigration issues made a transition from
“a labour-market problem to an integration/incorporation problem, to a problem that touches on national
identity, problems of education, housing, law and order, as well as the requirements for citizenship”.** The
post-9/11 international context and the 2005 urban riots in France further exacerbated cultural xenophobia,
fuelling immigration fears and negative feelings towards Islam.® The 2002 presidential election reflected
the growth in support for the populist radical right, as Le Pen progressed to the second-round runoff against
Chirac, winning 17.8% of the vote.

5.3.3 Sarkozy’s national-identity politics

A significant shift occurred during the period of Nicolas Sarkozy's leadership over the UMP right-wing
coalition between 2005 and 2012. As Marthaler suggests, Sarkozy's discourse and action on immigration
control and integration diverged in significant respects from earlier centre-right handling of these issues,
changing the terms of the immigration debate in France, as a response to political competition with the
populist radical right, and to growing concerns about immigration from the general public.'#¢

Under Sarkozy, the mainstream right co-opted the FN’s ethno-cultural agenda, explicitly linking immigration
with crime, welfare abuse and — most importantly — national identity.* This shift was reflected, for instance,
in Sarkozy’s account of the urban riots of 2005, whereby Sarkozy linked violence to problems of social
disintegration allegedly inherent in the multiplication of polygamous families, thus turning to ethno-cultural
narratives and racial categorisation.

Such politicisation of immigration was further illustrated in the controversial creation of the ministry of
immigration and national identity in 2007; the launch of a nationwide debate on national identity in November
20009; Sarkozy'’s recognition of France having “Christian roots” and the inflammatory speech that he gave in
Grenoble in July 2010, in which he declared a “war on crime”, while announcing the deportation of Roma.

Until Sarkozy, parties of the right had been more cautious not to relate immigration issues to national
identity because of the strong negative connotation inherited from the Vichy regime during World War 11.74¢
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The national-identity turn reflected both changes in the immigration debate, from socio-economic to cultural
terms, and the pervasiveness of the ethno-cultural differentialist agenda of the New Right, which had been
brought to the FN by intellectuals such as Bruno Mégret, Jean-Yves Le Gallou and other members of the Club
de I'Horloge.

Put into historical perspective, the reorientation of the mainstream right under Sarkozy more largely
borrowed from the ideological corpus of the French New Right (Nouvelle Droite). Blistering attacks on the so-
called hegemonic “egalitarian dogma” and “permissive” political philosophy of the left were key to Sarkozy’s
electioneering, providing the basis for his tough stance on law and order, and his pledge to restore traditional
social hierarchies and duties. Additionally, Sarkozy sought to portray himself as spokesman of the “silent
majority” against the supposed “permissiveness” of cultural elites, which evokes a populist framing.

The early stage of Sarkozy’s leadership was marked with the electoral collapse of the FN. In the 2007
presidential election, Jean-Marie Le Pen polled a mere 10.4% of the votes cast, compared with his previous
performance of 2002 (16.9%). In the subsequent legislative elections, the FN’s score dropped down to
4.3%, which plunged the party into a deep internal crisis over ideology, future strategy and leadership, not
to mention critical financial losses entailed by the candidates’ poor showing in the polls. Electorally, the
mainstream right-wing UMP was the main beneficiary of the electoral losses by the FN in 2007.7#

In terms of party strategy, the electoral debacle of the FN, which corresponded with the end of Jean-Marie
Le Pen’s period of leadership, temporarily made the cordon sanitaire and Republican Front irrelevant to
the mainstream right. By the end of the period, however, the electoral revitalisation of the FN under Marine
Le Pen put the Republican Front strategy under greater strain, which led the mainstream right to adopt an
ambiguous “neither/nor” stance in cases where the FN would compete locally against parties of the left.’°
Such a strategy was inaugurated in the 2011 cantonal elections, and it has been the rule in virtually all local
and legislative elections since then.

5.3.4 Fillon and the social-conservative agenda

The mainstream right continued its rightward shift on the cultural dimension in the post-Sarkozy era,
showing an ever-growing divide between centrist liberals, such as former Prime Minister Alain Juppé, and
conservative hardliners within LR. During the 2010s, immigration issues regained salience in the context of
the 2015 Paris and 2016 Nice terrorist attacks. Meanwhile, the 2015 refugee crisis fuelled immigration fears
and electoral support for the FN.'%

In 2017, the presidential candidacy of former Prime Minister Frangois Fillon against Juppé attested to the
persistence of LR factionalism. Moreover, Fillon came closer to right-wing reactionary social movements,
such as by Manif’ pour Tous and Sens Commun, which had strongly campaigned against the same-
sex marriage law passed by the socialist government in 2013, thus aligning his presidential bid with the
preferences of core conservative voters.'? This essentially concerned gay rights, however, as Fillon was more
careful not to endorse the far-right's agenda on abortion or gender, which would go against a predominantly
culturally liberal trend in French public opinion.™?

Such a social-conservative turn on moral issues, together with the perpetuation of Sarkozy’s hardline strategy
on immigration and hard stance on law and order, represented yet another significant departure from the
more moderate social conservatism of the past, opening a wider space for Macron at the centre-right of
French politics. In the 2017 presidential election, Fillon failed to progress to the second round, coming in

The transformation of the mainstream right and its impact on (social) democracy 87



third place behind Macron and Le Pen, at 20% of the vote. Such failure was partly linked to a political scandal
after allegations that Fillon's wife had been paid for a fake job. More importantly, however, the outcome of
the 2017 election suggested that, while Sarkozy’s policy radicalisation had been a successful strategy in
2007, it had nevertheless eroded the mainstream right's capacity to develop a credible program to effectively
compete against a renewed and progressively de-demonising the FN.

The leadership of Laurent Wauquiez between December 2017 and June 2019, and his choice of Catholic
hardliner and Sens Commun activist, Frangois-Xavier Bellamy, to lead LR's list in the 2019 European elections
reflected such an ideological reconfiguration of the mainstream right, and the party’s attempt to appeal to
its increasingly ageing and bourgeois electorate. LR's European platform promoted a civilisationist vision
of Europe, pledging, for instance, to enshrine Europe’s “Judeo-Christian roots, Greco-Roman heritage, and
the Enlightenment in European treaties”.’>* Bellamy’s list won a mere 8.5% of the vote in the 2019 European
Parliament (EP) elections, which were dominated by the RN and Macron’s LREM. Moreover, LR’s electoral
debacle in the 2019 EP elections showed deep internal divisions over ideology and strategy within the right,
which opposed Macron-compatible centrist liberals, on one hand, and right-wing hardliners leaning towards
the RN, on the other hand.

Internal fractionalisation was perpetuated in the 2022 elections. The December 2021 presidential primary
opposed right-wing hardliner Eric Ciotti to Valérie Pécresse, head of the Paris region and former Minister
under Chirac, who represented moderates within the party. While she won 61% of the primary vote, Pécresse
would need to accommodate the radical sector of LR, adopting a tougher stance on immigration and law
and order. During the presidential campaign, she promised a “good stiff dose of authority” and suggested
“building walls at the external borders of the EU”. She proposed “immigration quotas” as well as a
“referendum on immigration, security and secularism”, while alluding to extreme-right themes such as “the
great replacement” — without formally endorsing it.

This eventually resulted in significant swathes of moderate right-wing voters turning to Emmanuel Macron in
the 2022 presidential election.’ In the first round, support for Pécresse dramatically collapsed to just under
5% of the vote, the right’'s lowest performance ever since the beginning of the Fifth Republic. Pécresse’s
failure paved the way for hardliners Eric Ciotti and Laurent Wauquiez within LR’s leadership.

5.3.5 A radical-right turn of the mainstream right

The more recent period of the mainstream right under the new leadership of Ciotti, since his winning the
leadership with 53.7% of the membership vote at the party congress of December 2022, has been marked
by a shift further to the right, which has taken LR closer to the RN, in both discourse and policy. This shift
concerns four main areas: immigration; crime; European integration; and moral values.

The Ciotti leadership has been marked with a clear radical-right turn, adopting RN nativism. The nativist
shift had already surfaced in the 2019 European election, when LR had proposed that “migrant boats should
be systematically returned to African coasts”, while pledging to put an end to “automatic access to social
benefits for non-Europeans”.’® In the 2021 primary campaign, Ciotti endorsed the extreme-right conspiracy
theory of the “great replacement”, claiming that he was “the candidate of a people who refuse to disappear|..]
proud to embody the heritage of our Judeo-Christian civilisation so that France remains France, particularly
in the face of mass immigration and the rise of Islamist communitarianism (cultural separatism)”.'®’ Ciotti
has also proposed a ban on wearing the Islamic veil for minors and users of public services, and that the
“Judeo-Christian roots” of France should be enshrined in the constitution.™®
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Meanwhile Ciotti has adopted RN nativist policy positions, such as the systematic deportation of criminal
and delinquent foreigners, and that of “radicalised” foreigners turning to jus sanguinis for citizenship —
against France's long-established tradition of jus soli — putting an end to immigrant family reunion, as well as
establishing national and European priority for jobs, social housing and social benefits. In the 2021 primary
campaign, Ciotti explicitly linked crime to immigration, calling for a halt to “mass immigration”. During the
riots of July 2023, LR'’s plan to restore public order clearly accentuated such culturalisation of urban violence,
by stating “the causes of these riots are multiple: hatred of France, uncontrolled migratory flows, juvenile
delinquency, parental irresponsibility, insufficiently dissuasive penal response, and submission to the yoke of
drug traffickers in France’s suburbs”.°

Such reorientation was partly translated into the policy plan put forward by LR in June 2023 to “stop mass
immigration”. As stated in the plan, “the objective is to affirm France’s national sovereignty [...] An immense
effort is now necessary to put things back in order if we are to emerge from the migratory chaos, and to regain
control”. The plan adopted the RN's idea of cultural separatism, by claiming that “no one may become French
unless they can prove assimilation into the French community”, adding “no one may take advantage of their
origin or religion to evade the laws of the Republic and exempt themselves from complying with common
rules”. Additionally, the plan called for facilitating deportations of undocumented migrants and foreign
offenders. It also included drastic control of social and medical aid, in particular the emergency healthcare
available to migrants (Aide Médicale d’Etat-AME) described as the “suction pumps” of immigration, again
appropriating an old theme of the FN.'%° Reflecting, however, intra-party factionalism and the persistence of
a more moderate group of elites within LR, the plan was limited to imposing new restrictions on jus soli by
excluding children born from undocumented immigrants.

This nativist turn has been accompanied by national sovereignty claims that have taken LR further away from
the more pro-EU stances under the Chirac and Sarkozy periods of leadership and closer to the Eurosceptic
agenda of the RN. During the 1990s, the mainstream right had progressively moved towards more pro-EU
positions, in contrast to the old Gaullist agenda of national sovereignty and independence during the 1970s.
By 1992, the main parties of the right were supportive of European integration, campaigning in favour of
“yes” in the Maastricht referendum.®!

After the “no” vote of the French to the European Constitutional Treaty (ECT) in the 2005 referendum, Sarkozy
adopted a soft Eurosceptic tone, castigating EU “bureaucracy”, while calling for the adoption of a “simplified
treaty”, which somewhat helped him reconcile pro- and anti-EU voters of the right, particularly among
working-class and lower-middle-class voters, who had turned to the “no” vote in the ECT referendum.®?

The recent Eurosceptic drift has been clear in the adoption by LR of the RN’s plan to hold a constitutional
referendum to restore the primacy of French law over European directives in the areas of immigration and
security. Such national sovereignty claims were translated into policy and formally incorporated into LR’s
immigration plan in June 2023, which proposed an organic law that would “constitute a constitutional shield
protecting national legislative provisions from the stipulations of international law”. This constitutional
change would make it possible to enshrine in the constitution the possibility of derogating from the primacy
of treaties and European law “in order to ensure respect for the constitutional identity of France or the
safeguarding of the fundamental interests of the Nation”,'®3 thus going against one of the founding principles
of the EU and contradicting the obligations of EU membership.

Consistent with the previous social-conservative agenda of LR under Fillon, the Ciotti leadership has

also continued with the defence of moral values, claiming that the French should be “freed from political
correctness and the taboos dictated by the single mindset (pensée unique) of the left”. Reflecting a broader
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movement in French media and politics,’®* LR has imported themes and ideas from the American culture
war, most particularly with respect to fighting the so-called “wokeism”, that is, all “dogmas” that would
supposedly be imposed on France by the political and cultural left. During the 2022 election, Pécresse had
already denounced “wokeism” as “contrary to the [French] Republic”. In his primary campaign, Ciotti pledged
to put an end to “wokeist madness” in French schools and universities.®®

Such a notion of wokeism has been tied to that of Islamo-gauchisme (Islamo-leftism), namely, the idea of an
alliance between leftist and Islamist political ideologies over issues such as race, decolonisation, feminism
and LGBTQ+ rights. Ciotti has launched numerous attacks on LREM and left-wing politicians, such as Grenoble
Mayor Eric Piolle, accusing them of being the “champions of Islamo-leftism”.’® The political manipulation of
the concept of “Islamo-leftism” was further illustrated in the decision by Laurent Wauquiez, president of the
Auvergne-Rhéne-Alpes regional council, in December 2021 to put an end to the €100,000 public subsidy to
the Institut d'Etudes Politiques in Grenoble due to its alleged “ideological and communitarian drift”.’®

The adoption by LR of the ideas and themes of the American culture war has been progressively translating
into policy. In November 2023, the LR parliamentary group in the Senate put forward a new bill to ban gender-
inclusive writing (écriture inclusive) from official texts, thus going against a long-running battle by feminist
movements to make the French language more inclusive.

As during previous periods of mainstream right radicalisation, such shifts must be seen as a response by
LR to both party competition and public opinion. Polls show significant concerns over immigration among
the French. According to a Fondapol survey conducted in the 2022 elections, 63% of voters think that “most
immigrants do not share the values of our country and that this poses a challenge for coexistence”.'®® The
“great replacement” conspiracy theory has permeated public opinion. Almost half of voters (47%) said
they agreed that “populations of foreign origin will end up being the majority in France”. Such opinion was
predominant among right-wing voters: 52% of Valérie Pécresse’s voters; 61% of Marine Le Pen’s voters; and
83% of Eric Zemmour’s voters .

In March 2023, no fewer than 59% of the French agreed that “Islam represents a threat to the Republic”, while
another 61% called for “a good dose of authority and law-and-order instead of more rights”.’®® Recent polls
indicate a hardening of attitudes towards the reception of migrants and refugees. In September 2023, 65%
of the French population opposed the reception of migrants from Lampedusa, as opposed to 47% against
the reception of Syrian refugees in September 2015 and 59% in January 2018 '7°

5.4 A broader right-wing reactionary movement

Put into historical perspective, the radicalisation of the mainstream right should be placed in the context of
the broader right-wing reactionary movement that has developed in France since the late 1970s and which
has gained strength since the early 2000s."" This movement initially emerged from the New Right (Nouvelle
Droite) as an attempt to contest the “cultural hegemony” of the left, and it has been embodied in think tanks
such as the GRECE, Club de I'Horloge, AGRIF and Comités d’Action Républicaine. The New Right's national-
liberal-authoritarian ideological synthesis has set the basis for structuring the “right-of-the-Right” pole of
national politics in the late 1970s before reshaping the FN ideological agenda during the 1980s and the
1990s.

Such a movement is embodied by cultural elites, including journalists such as Yvan Rioufol and Elisabeth
Lévy, essayists such as Eric Zemmour and philosophers such as Alain Finkielkraut. These elites produce a
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profusion of literature, public discourses and media debates, offering new interpretative frames for socio-
economic and cultural issues, which tend to transgress the boundaries of legitimate political discourse.

Unlike the Nouvelle Droite in the 1970s and the 1980s, which had relatively little public visibility, the current
conservative movement operates within the mainstream, with regular access to major media outlets, for
example, TV channel C-News, radio station Europe 1, and newspapers and magazines such as Paris Match
and Le Journal du Dimanche, all owned by right-wing conservative media mogul Vincent Bolloré. Such media
presence is complemented with the development of online right-wing politics in France. The web is host
to a vast array of right-wing conservative and extremist actors, providing a space for the diffusion of their
critique of the progressive left and propagation of their counter-cultural discourses.’”?

Since the early 2000s, this right-wing reactionary movement has gained increased visibility and influence
in public discourse and media debates in France.'”® It has helped increase the salience of FN issues in the
mainstream political space and media, and it has had a strong influence on both elites and public opinion,
thus somewhat facilitating the amalgamation of the mainstream and populist radical right. In December
2023, one third of the French population said they subscribed to Le Pen’s ideas, the highest level recorded
since the mid-2010s, while another 43% said that the RN is now capable of governing, as opposed to 25%
when Marine Le Pen took over the party in 2011.774

5.5 Conclusion: Challenges to the left and liberal democracy

To conclude, we look at the impact that the radicalisation of the mainstream right has had on the social-
democratic left and, more broadly, on liberal democracy in France.

5.5.1 Implications for the social-democratic left

Social democracy is in a state of deep crisis in France. Once the dominant party on the left, the Parti
Socialiste (PS) received its worst results in the 2017 and 2022 presidential elections. On both occasions,
voters delivered severe blows to socialist candidates, with Benoit Hamon and Anne Hidalgo polling a mere
6.4 and 1.8% of the first-round vote, respectively. Meanwhile, the elections have shown a rise in support for
Mélenchon'’s populist radical left at 19.6 and 22% of the vote share in 2017 and 2022, respectively.

Such a structural collapse of social democracy is only partly related to the rise of the populist radical right.
Historically, the mainstream left in France, like the right, has faced the growing electoral strength of the
populist radical right, particularly among working-class voters previously attached to left-wing parties and
who have defected in numbers to the FN/RN since the late 1980s."75 In the 2022 presidential runoff election,
Le Pen won no fewer than 67 and 57% of the votes among working-class and lower-middle-class white-collar
workers, respectively'®.

The main factors for the decline of PS lie elsewhere, however. As argued by Chabal and Behrent, attitudes
towards neoliberalism became a major line of fracture within the party during the 1990s, splitting the party
between social-liberals and social-statists.’” Such a division was accentuated during the Hollande socialist
presidency between 2012 and 2017. The latter was characterised by significant policy shifts in both the
cultural and economic dimensions of competition. Firstly, while preserving adversarial strategies with
respect to the populist radical right, the Hollande presidency took a rightist turn on law and order in the wake
of the Islamic terrorist attacks of 2015, which alienated the cultural left and the Greens.”® Secondly, as Fulla
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explains, the adoption by Hollande of social liberalism and supply-side economic policies alienated core
socialist voters, also causing deep internal dissent within the PS."7°

Since 2017, the socialist left has grappled with the consolidation of both Macron and La France Insoumise
(LFI). In the 2022 legislatives, despite ideological divergences, the PS entered an alliance with LFI, de facto
accepting Mélenchon'’s leadership over the left. Meanwhile, Macron'’s party, as a central force in the national
party system, intersecting between the left and the right, continues to mobilise among moderate centre-left
and right voters, thus largely depriving the social-democratic left of the opportunity to recruit voters who
may feel abandoned by the mainstream right due to its radicalisation.

As elsewhere in Europe, the future of social democracy in France lies in its ability to articulate a new vision
and credible policy agenda, prioritising social justice and equality, tackling climate change, while also
addressing identity and security issues that have become paramount in the eyes of French voters, particularly
in the working and lower middle classes. In a context marked with rising rates of abstention, the PS needs
to speak to disenfranchised voters and mobilise across marginalised sectors of society. Socialists still have
a strong presence at the local and regional levels, which may serve as a basis for a comeback in national
politics, while also providing a reservoir of new elites. Strategically, the PS also needs to distance itself from
Mélenchon’s LFI and to reposition itself to the centre-left of French politics.

Until recently, because of his role as a central force in the national party system, intersecting between the
left and the right, Macron has been able to mobilise among moderate centre-left and right voters, thus
largely depriving the social-democratic left of the opportunity to recruit voters who may feel abandoned by
the mainstream right due to its radicalisation. The 2023 pension reform and controversial immigration bill
have signalled a significant policy shift to the right by Macron, however, which may alienate his previous left-
wing supporters. Macron’s party itself was deeply divided over the new immigration law in December 2023,
as a substantial number of Renaissance MPs — about one in four — particularly on the left side of the party,
voted against the bill or abstained. As Macron will not seek re-election in 2027, the next presidential election
may see a return to a more traditional bipolar competition, which may open a space for the PS to recapture
the left-wing vote lost to Macron since 2017.

5.5.2 Challenges to liberal democracy

Finally, the radicalisation of the mainstream right increasingly represents a challenge to liberal democracy in
France. The adoption by LR of a radical-right agenda is exerting significant pressure on Emmanuel Macron’s
centrist government. This was recently illustrated by the passing of the immigration bill in December
2023with the support of both LR and the RN. The LR group proposed, among other things, the elimination of
state medical aid and revoking birthright citizenship. Additionally, LR senators suggested tightening family
reunification rules and reinstating the offense of illegal stay for undocumented immigrants. The final bill
contained hardline measures such as reduced access to welfare benefits for foreigners, which allowed Le
Pen to claim the new law as an “ideological victory” for her party’s idea of “national preference”.

The immigration bill has also seen LR adopting a populist rhetoric opposing core constitutional principles. The
mainstream right has joined the RN in warning against an unfavourable decision by France’'s Constitutional
Court regarding the conformity of the new law, suggesting it would then be a “politically motivated decision”.
LR leaders such as Wauquiez seized the opportunity to claim that, if the law were repelled, “the French people
should have the final say through a referendum”.’®® Such criticism was widely echoed by right-wing media of
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the Bolloré group, which denounced a “government of judges”, while arguing that the rule of law ultimately
constrains popular sovereignty.’®!

The nativist shift by LR also involves questioning fundamental principles outlined in international conventions
on human rights and the role of international courts, especially the European Court of Human Rights, breaking
with the attitude of the conservative right in previous periods. Ciotti has embraced illiberal views, claiming to
“give back their voice to the people through the use of referendum”, while vowing to fight against the “taboos
of political correctness” and to “free France from the yoke of the European Court of Human Rights”. In the
2021 primary campaign, Ciotti went as far as to propose a “French Guantanamo” to deal with terrorism.8?

Another significant indicator of this illiberal drift is LR's stance towards extreme-right groups. Alongside
the radicalisation of the conservative right in France, there has recently been a resurgence of political
violence and street activism from extreme-right groups, such as Les Natifs, Guignol Squad or the Division
Martel, with links to the hooligan movement, and roots in the identitarian movement. During extreme-right
demonstrations and marches in November 2023, following the murder of a 16-year-old boy in the Dréme
department, Ciotti initially refused to condemn the violent actions of extreme-right members in Romans-sur-
Isére before retracting his statement. Meanwhile, he referred to the murder as yet another “consequence of
mass immigration” and “anti-White racism”’, which is an old FN idea.’®

Finally, in terms of party strategy, Ciotti’s leadership has been marked by the waning of the cordon sanitaire,
as Ciotti further distanced himself from the political centre by announcing his intention to endorse Eric
Zemmour in a possible presidential runoff against Macron. Unlike Pécresse and other moderates within LR,
Ciotti crucially refused to endorse Macron in the 2022 presidential runoff against Le Pen, leaving the door
open to supporting the radical-right candidate.

Overall, France illustrates the role of political elites in exploiting the chronic vulnerabilities of democracy. As
recently suggested by Bartels, democracy essentially erodes from the “top”.’®* The ideological radicalisation
of LR participates in such an erosion of democracy. The success of the populist radical right in France is not
so much a reflection of growing nativist and authoritarian attitudes among voters, but a reflection of how
populist entrepreneurs successfully politicise such issues and raise their salience.®®

Put into historical perspective, one lesson from the French case is that the policy radicalisation of the
mainstream right may be a successful strategy in the short term - as illustrated by Sarkozy’s electoral
success in the early 2000s - but it may significantly erode its capacity to develop a credible program in the
long run. The strategic repositioning of the mainstream right may herald a significant reconfiguration of the
right pole of French politics in the future, with an increasingly normalised RN as its dominant force.
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6.1 Introduction

In this chapter, we analyse the potential radicalisation of the German centre-right in response to the growth
of the far-right party Alternative for Germany (Alternative fiir Deutschland, AfD) in the past decade, and its
implications for German democracy in general and social democracy in particular. Our focus is on two centre-
right parties, the Christian Democrats (Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands/Christlich-Soziale Union
in Bavaria, CDU/CSU) and the liberal Free Democratic Party (Freie Demokratische Partei, FDP). We analyse
the potential radicalisation of the CDU/CSU and the FDP with respect to three aspects: (1) whether or not,
and to what extent, the centre-right parties have been willing to cooperate with the AfD; (2) whether the CDU/
CSU and FDP have shifted their policy positions towards the far right, notably on immigration issues; and (3)
whether the centre-right has adopted policy ideas that challenge the key pillars of liberal democracy, such
as the protection of minorities or freedom of speech. Our analysis covers both the federal and state levels,
taking into account the multi-level system in Germany.

Our findings show that the centre-right has not (yet) “radicalised” in response to the AfD, but there are initial
signs. The “firewall” against cooperating with the AfD has already been broken at the subnational level, and
the CDU/CSU and FDP have partly adopted rhetoric that is clearly influenced by the AfD. Due to their position
as the most relevant centre-right mainstream parties, the CDU/CSU and FDP have a crucial gatekeeper role
when it comes to preventing (or promoting) the spread of far-right positions and frames among the public
sphere, which makes these developments all the more worrying.

6.2 Mainstream right and populist radical right in Germany

For a long time, Germany was considered a blind spot on the European map without a successful radical
right party. In general, the party system was relatively stable for decades. Until the end of the 1970s, the “two
and a half party system” was concentrated on two catch-all parties, the CDU/CSU and Social Democrats
(Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, SPD), and the smaller FDP. In the 1980s, the Greens joined them,
and in the 1990s (after German reunification) the PDS/Left (see Figure 40).
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Figure 40. Election results for Bundestag elections 1949-2021.
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Source: Own representation with data from Deutscher Bundestag.

Founded in 2013, the AfD managed to enter all 16 state parliaments, the German Bundestag and the European
Parliament in the years that followed — something that previous far-right parties always failed to do.'® The
AfD was founded as a Eurosceptic party around former CDU politician Alexander Gauland and economics
professor Bernd Lucke. Its core concern at the time was the rejection of the crisis management measures
of the EU and the German government. The AfD advocated the dissolution of the euro and called for a return
to a Europe of sovereign states.™’ It first contested the 2013 Bundestag election, but narrowly missed the
5% threshold. In 2015, Lucke lost the party leadership to Frauke Petry, a shift that is associated with the
transformation of the AfD into a fully fledged radical-right party, whose core messages are anti-immigration
and open xenophobia.'® To date, the AfD has become increasingly radicalised, driven by groups such as
“the Wing" or its youth organisation, “Young Alternative”.’® As a result, more and more state offices for the
protection of the constitution have observed individual state associations (and later the federal association)
as “suspected right-wing extremist cases” and even categorised some as “proven right-wing extremist” (in
Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia).

The AfD entered the Bundestag in 2017 with 12.3% of the votes, getting almost a million voters from the CDU/
CSU (see Table 4). In the 2021 election, it lost some ground and received 10.3% of the vote (see Table 3).
However, in the eastern German states, the AfD made strong gains and became the largest party in Saxony
and Thuringia.”® It is also in “the East” where the AfD mobilised early on with more radical positions, and
three of its eastern state associations are now classified as “proven right-wing extremist” and are monitored
by the intelligence services (see above). Against the backdrop of the energy and cost-of-living crisis resulting
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from the Russian war in Ukraine and the associated debates on climate change and immigration, the AfD
has made further gains and polled at around 23% nationwide and 36% in Thuringia in mid-January 2024.""

Table 3. Latest election results for the 2021 Bundestag election and the 16 state elections.

cbu/CcsuU SPD FDP Greens Left AfD Others
Bundestag (2021) 24.1 25.7 11.5 14.8 4.9 10.3 -
Baden-
Wiirttemberg 24.1 11.0 10.5 32.6 - 9.7 -
(2021)
Bavaria (2023) 37.0 8.4 - 14.4 - 14.6 15.8 (FW)
Berlin (2023) 28.2 18.4 - 18.4 12.2 9.1 -
*Brandenburg )
(2019) 15.6 26.2 10.8 10.7 23.5 5.0 (FW)
Bremen (2023) 26.2 29.8 5.1 11.9 10.9 = 9.4 (BIW)
Hamburg (2020) 11.2 39.2 5.0 24.2 9.1 5.3 -
Hesse (2023) 34.6 15.1 5.0 14.8 - 18.4 -
Lower Saxony ) ) )
(2022) 28.1 334 14.5 11.0
*Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern 13.3 39.6 5.8 6.3 9.9 16.7 -
(2021)
North-Rhine
Westphalia (2022) 35.7 26.7 5.9 18.2 - 5.4 -
Rhineland-
Palatinate (2021) 27.7 35.7 5.5 9.3 - 8.3 5.4 (FW)
Saarland (2022) 28.5 43.5 - - - 5.7 -
*Saxony (2019) 32.1 7.7 - 8.6 10.4 27.5 -
*Saxony-Anhalt )
(2021) 37.1 8.4 6.4 5.9 11.0 20.8
Schleswig-
Holstein 43.4 16.0 6.4 18.3 - = 5.7 (SSW)
*Thuringia (2019) 21.7 8.2 5.0 5.2 31.0 23.4 -
Source: Own representation with data from Bundeswahlleiterin; Notes: Only parties that entered
parliament; grey = government coalition (premier in bold); other parties: BIW (Citizens in Rage), FW (Free
Voters), SSW (South Schleswig Voters' Association, minority party); * eastern German states
97
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When analysing the impact of the far right, the centre-right parties are typically brought into play first. They
are closest to the far right on the left-right scale and act as their gatekeeper for its entry into parliamentary
cooperation. In Germany, there are two centre-right parties at the federal level: CDU/CSU and FDP. The
CDU and its sister party, the CSU in Bavaria, succeeded for a long time in establishing themselves as the
strongest centre-right party. As early as 1987, Franz Josef Straul (CSU) demanded: “There must be no
democratically legitimised party to the right of the CDU/CSU". In fact, the CDU/CSU succeeded for decades
in using conservative positions to bind voters on the right fringe. In 1999, for example, the then Hessian
Prime Minister Roland Koch mobilised against the planned reform of the red-green government towards
dual citizenship. The liberal FDP, in turn, was central in tipping the scales when it came to forming a coalition:
until the founding of the Greens, it sometimes helped the CDU and sometimes the SPD to form a government
majority.

The rise of the AfD has fundamentally shifted this balance of power in the party system and influenced the
coalition options of the mainstream parties. The classic “intra-camp” alliances (CDU-FDP or SPD-Greens) are
now rarely formed at the federal and state levels. Instead, there are more and more “colourful” government
coalitions, which are usually first “tested” at the state level and then transferred to the federal level, if
successful (e.g., the current “traffic light” coalition of SPD, Greens and FDP). This is another reason why the
subnational level should be included in the analysis of party competition in Germany. Moreover, the German
electorate is very heterogeneous, leading to different party strongholds. For example, the Left Party and
the AfD are stronger in the eastern German states than in the western ones, but there are also differences
between the (more conservative) south and the (more social democratic) north.

How might the responses of the mainstream right develop, and under what conditions would it cooperate
with the AfD, including at the federal level? Before we analyse the possible AfD normalisation and CDU/CSU
radicalisation, we briefly present our analytical framework.

A growing number of studies in the literature address the adaptation of the mainstream right to the rise and
consolidation of the radical right." The radical right impacts both the form and content of party competition.
When the far right grows electorally, it complicates the formation of parliamentary majorities on the left-
right scale, as discussed above regarding the AfD’s rise. This forces the mainstream parties to either form
coalitions across the left-right divide or to cooperate with the radical right by accepting it as a coalition
partner or as a support party for a minority right-wing coalition (as is currently the case in Sweden).

Moreover, the rise of the radical right also influences mainstream parties’ positions.’ Firstly, when the
salience of an issue — for example, immigration or climate — increases, parties respond by emphasising this
issue more strongly in their own political offerings. Secondly, and in the context of vote seeking, centre-right
parties have an incentive to shift their positions on the issues favoured by the far right in their direction.*

When assessing the possible radicalisation of the German centre-right, we therefore look at three dimensions.
Has the mainstream right cooperated with the AfD and, if so, to what extent? Has it increased the salience
of immigration, law-and-order or minority issues in its political offer, and adopted more radical positions?
And finally, has the centre-right adopted positions that challenge its commitment to key elements of liberal
democracy, such as minority rights or judicial independence? Where possible, we also present demand-side
data on voter attitudes and preferences on key issues, particularly immigration.

The focus of our analysis is mainly on immigration issues, which are highly salient and can thus provide

evidence of possible radicalisation processes. In this way, we follow the issue-competition literature, which
argues that parties compete not only by taking distinct positions on a range of issues, but also — and
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sometimes primarily — by advocating for the salience of certain issues.’ When the salience of an issue on
the “party system agenda”'*¢ is high, large parties in particular cannot avoid taking positions on this issue.
This has been the case in Germany for some time with regard to immigration policy. Not least due to the AfD,
the topic of immigration dominates the public agenda and all parties, including the centre-right, are forced to
address the issue and revise their positions on it.

6.3 Radicalisation of the CDU/CSU?

The CDU and its Bavarian sister party, the CSU, can be considered one of the most successful mainstream
right-wing parties in Western Europe. The CDU/CSU is one of the German “catch-all” parties with broad social
constituencies, which have dominated the electoral landscape in the post-war period.’®” They have been in
government for most of the post-war era, except for about 25 years when its main opponent from the centre-
left, the SPD, was in power. CDU/CSU and SPD have alternated in government, either in coalition with each
other or with the two other mainstream parties, the Greens and the FDP.

The CDU/CSU has also been exceptionally strong in electoral terms, habitually receiving around 30-40% of
the vote in federal elections (see Figure 40). It has a broad and relatively stable electoral constituency, where
voters over the age of 60, religious voters, voters from western German states, voters from rural areas and
the self-employed are overrepresented.’® Women were also overrepresented until the early 2000s, when
the trend reversed. The CDU/CSU’s Roman Catholic “social capitalist” legacy also means that the party has
endeavoured to maintain a cross-class appeal, thus securing a share of working-class voters.'

In terms of its political offer, the party unites three political strands: a Christian-social; a liberal; and a
conservative one. The Bavarian component of the party, the CSU, has a slightly more value-conservative,
EU-sceptic and sometimes populist political profile.2® As most centre-right parties, the CDU/CSU is thus
a “catch-all party” of different political and geographical factions; this sometimes leads to intense internal
strife. Such intra-party disputes have been particularly pronounced in the past five years. They reflect both
the power vacuum left by the abrupt departure of party leader (and Chancellor) Angela Merkel in 2018, and
the changed party competition created by the AfD’s rise.

After decades of stability, the CDU/CSU’s programmatic orientation began to change drastically in the late
1990s. The party went through what Clemens has called three “waves of modernisation” in Merkel's time as
party leader in the 2000s.2°" The impetus for programmatic re-orientation came from structural changes in
the CDU/CSU'’s electorate and German society at large, some of which were further exacerbated by German
unification. Secularisation led to a decline in the churchgoing bourgeoisie and the parallel decline of organised
labour corroded the party’s base among Catholic blue-collar workers.?°2 The general value liberalisation, not
least with regard to women's place in working life, challenged the party’s family policy based on the idea of
a “male-breadwinner”.?® Finally, demographic change in Germany has led both to a shrinking workforce in
relation to those living on welfare entitlements, such as pensioners, and to a more diverse society due to
immigration. The ageing population makes labour immigration compelling and leads to difficult positional
trade-offs for the CDU, which traditionally represents a relatively generous welfare model and a restrictive
stance on immigration.2

Under Angela Merkel’s tenure, first in opposition and then in government, the CDU/CSU liberalised its family
policy, moved first to the right and then to the centre in economic and welfare policy, and took a liberal
direction in immigration policy. The four Merkel governments (2005-2021) largely continued the reform
course of the previous red-green governments. In direct contradiction to the CDU'’s traditional notion of family
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and gender roles, the CDU under family minister Ursula von der Leyen introduced salary-scaled parental
leave; improved financial incentives for unmarried couples with children and acknowledged different family
forms, including same-sex couples.?%

In the area of immigration, the CDU came closer to accepting Germany as an “immigration country” during
the Merkel era, although no coherent reform path can be detected. The immigration policy of Merkel
governments followed a dual track: on one hand, liberalising reforms were passed with regard to skilled
labour immigration, while, on the other, the conditions for asylum seekers to stay in Germany were revised
and tightened in practice.?

Yet the “refugee crisis” of the mid-2010s proved to be the defining moment for Merkel’s tenure and a key
juncture for the development of the German party system. More than a million people arrived in Germany
between 2013 and 2015. In a controversial move, Merkel decided in August 2016 to override the EU’s Dublin
agreement and allow immigrants who were at the German-Austrian border to enter Germany and apply for
asylum there. The government introduced measures to expedite the integration of those allowed to stay
and funds for the local governments to manage this. On the other hand, and in some contrast to her open-
borders decision, the Merkel government strove to reduce the number of immigrants entering Germany and
deport those with little chance of being granted asylum. In March 2016, Merkel took a leading role in the EU’s
negotiations with Turkey’s President Erdogan to prevent more refugees from entering the EU from Greece.?"”

The Merkel governments’ partly controversial immigration policy also provoked intense reactions from
within its own party ranks. Particularly, the Bavarian sister party CSU and the conservative CDU factions,
such as the Werteunion with its chairman Hans-Georg Maal3en, opposed the liberal components of Merkel’s
policy.?%® Public opinion also shifted in a more restrictive direction.?®® Merkel’s approval rates as Chancellor
dropped from 80 to 50% between March and August 2015, the CDU/CSU’s poll ratings fell and those of the
AfD rose.?’® The data on vote switching in federal elections gives a similar picture: in 2013, the CDU/CSU
only lost voters to the AfD (290,000); and in 2017, the numbers even increased (980,000; see Table 4).2"
Conservative voters with an aversion to liberal immigration policies flocked from the CDU/CSU to the AfD. In
the 2017 federal election, the CDU/CSU received 30.2% of the vote and lost 65 seats.
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Table 4.

Voter switching at Bundestag elections, 2013-2021.

cbu/Csu SPD FDP Greens Left AfD
CDU/CSU
2013 +210,000 +2,110,000 | +420,000 +120,000 -290,000
2017 +20,000 -1,360,000 -30,000 -90,000 -980,000
2021 -1,530,000 -490,000 -920,000 +20,000 +80,000
FDP
2013 -2,110,000 -530,000 -170,000 -90,000 -430,000
2017 +1,360,000 | +450,000 +110,000 +60,000 -40,000
2021 +490,000 -180,000 -240,000 +110,000 +210,000
AfD
2013 +290,000 +180,000 +430,000 +90,000 +340,000
2017 +980,000 +470,000 +40,000 +40,000 +400,000
2021 -80,000 -260,000 -210,000 -60,000 +90,000

Source: Own representation with data from Tagesschau. Read from left to top right,
e.g., in 2013, the CDU/CSU won 210,000 voters from the SPD.

The period between the 2017 and 2021 elections was difficult for the CDU/CSU. The party was alarmed
by its electoral defeat and the AfD'’s rise. It was thrown into a leadership crisis and an intense intra-party
struggle after party leader Merkel abruptly announced in 2018 that she would not run for another term.?'?
The post-2017 period showed how unprepared the CDU/CSU was for the rise of a serious challenger party to
its right.?'®

This was followed by a period of infighting, which manifested itself in disputes over how to deal with the
AfD, but ultimately also over the party’s programmatic direction after Merkel. At its 2018 party conference,
the CDU/CSU officially banned any cooperation with the AfD at all federal levels. Nevertheless, parts of the
CDU, and especially the CSU under chairman Markus Soder, experimented with an “adaptation strategy” and
(again) occupied more socio-culturally conservative and economically liberal positions.?'* This strategy did
not pay off and the CSU suffered heavy losses in the Bavarian state elections in 2018 and 2023. Despite
attempts to hold the line at the federal level, the AfD’s electoral strength — especially in the eastern states
- made it sometimes difficult to form coherent government majorities without it. This led the mainstream
parties to try out new coalitions between ideologically disparate parties such as the CDU, SPD and Greens.
Especially in Saxony-Anhalt, such a “Kenya” coalition proved fragile, and the CDU sometimes voted for AfD
motions.?'s In the eastern states of Saxony and Thuringia, where the AfD had achieved around 25% of the
vote, the CDU branches also deviated from the party’s cooperation ban.
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These disagreements came to a head in February 2020, when Thomas Kemmerich (FDP) was elected prime
minister of Thuringia with the votes of CDU, FDP and AfD. Even though he announced his resignation after
just one day after heavy criticism, including from Merkel, his election underlined the strength of conservative
- and even illiberal — factions within the CDU/CSU and FDP, and demonstrated that the CDU was more open
to collaborating with the AfD than with the Left Party. Finally, the episode showed Merkel’s strength in holding
the various party strands together. Without her leadership, the internal rifts became apparent. Her successor,
Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer, failed to persuade the regional parties to dissolve the state parliament. Her
lack of authority led to her resignation and another leadership vacuum.2'®

In January 2021, North-Rhine Westphalia premier, Armin Laschet, was elected party leader. However, the
power struggle continued because both Laschet and the CSU leader, Markus Soder, wanted to become
the CDU/CSU'’s candidate for Chancellor. Séder represented the more conservative, populist wing and was
more popular among party members, while Laschet belonged to the liberal, centrist Merkel camp. The party
leadership favoured Laschet and ultimately pushed him through in a less-than-democratic manner, which
further damaged the party’s external image.?'” After more mishaps, such as Laschet’s laughing fit in the
flood-hit town of Erfstadt, the CDU/CSU performed disastrously in the 2021 Bundestag election. With only
24.1%, it achieved the party’s worst result since it was founded. This time, the CDU/CSU gained 80,000 voters
from the AfD, but lost other voters to the SPD (1,530,000), Greens (920,000) and FDP (490,000).2'®

The CDU responded to the election defeat with a convention for a new basic programme (Grundsatzprogramm),
which was intended to clarify its image both internally and externally and “renew” the party.?’® In January
2022, it also changed the party leader, this time with Friedrich Merz, who belongs to the party’s conservative
wing and had campaigned on the promise of halving the AfD’s support. This underlines that the CDU has
perceived the AfD’s threat as something that affects the party’s strategic decisions, such as the choice of
party leadership.

On a rhetorical level, Merz maintains the party’s official cooperation ban with the AfD and even threatens to
expel anyone from the party who breaks it.??° Yet such statements sound empty, as the ban has already been
broken. In Thuringia, for example, the AfD, CDU and FDP have passed various laws in recent months (e.g.,
to regulate amusement arcades or to reduce the real estate transfer tax??') without any consequences from
the party. In 2022, the CDU, with the support of the AfD, passed a motion in the Thuringian state parliament
against the use of gender-inclusive language in the state’s official communication.???

In terms of immigration policy positions, Merz has attracted attention with statements leaning towards the far
right's rhetoric, for example, by calling Ukrainian refugees “welfare tourists”?2 or claiming that rejected asylum
seekers were having their “teeth redone”, while German citizens would not get dental appointments.??* Merz
has actively been taking up the migration debate and taken more restrictive stances than his predecessors,
for example, by calling large-scale migration Germany'’s biggest problem??® or pushing for faster repatriation
of rejected asylum seekers.??® Currently, this appears to be consistent with the views of CDU/CSU voters: in
October 2023, 70% of CDU/CSU sympathisers believed that immigration was a “disadvantage” for Germany
(compared to 93% of AfD sympathisers and 22% of Greens’ sympathisers).??’

In December 2023, the CDU/CSU finalised its first draft of a new party programme. The draft decisively shifts
the party’s positions on immigration policy to the far right: it calls for a significant reduction in the number
of arrivals in Germany; the transfer of asylum procedures to “safe third countries” and the strengthening
of EU border controls, including the expansion of Frontex into a “border police”.?2® The draft also includes
proposals to cut welfare benefits and reservations against “forced gendering”, for example, the increased
use of gender-sensitive language in official communication.??
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In summary, while the CDU/CSU cannot currently be described as “radicalised” in response to the AfD, the
signs are worrying. Firstly, the firewall that CDU leader Merz is allegedly pursuing has already been broken at
the state level, and we know from other countries (e.g., Sweden) that this could be the beginning of the end
of the centrally imposed ban. Secondly, the CDU/CSU under Merz is drifting towards a more far-right rhetoric
on immigration issues and, more recently, on other socio-cultural issues, such as the norms of official
language. Thirdly, while the CDU/CSU does not explicitly question liberal democracy or its institutions, there
are parts of the party that are quite close to the AfD’s views in this regard, as illustrated by the parties’
convergence in the debate on gender-sensitive language. The AfD’s rise has exposed the deep divisions
within the CDU/CSU, where the conservative and liberal factions are sometimes far apart. This complicates
the party’s ability to find coherent responses to the AfD and the associated questions about its programme

and cooperation with the party.

6.4 Radicalisation of the FDP?

The FDP is a liberal market party that traditionally focuses on issues of economic, financial and tax policy.?®
It can be located on the right on the socio-economic axis and rather on the left on the socio-cultural axis.?*'

Until the 1970s, the FDP acted as kingmaker for the CDU or SPD in the “two and a half party system”. At the
federal level, it usually received between 6 and 12% of the vote (see Figure 40). Since 1949, it has only failed
to enter the Bundestag once: in 2013, after an unpopular government participation alongside the CDU/CSU.
In this election, the FDP lost voters to all parties, especially to the CDU/CSU (2,110,000), but also to the SPD
(530,000), AfD (430,000) and others (see Table 4).2%2 In 2017, the FDP made a strong comeback, with 10.7%
of the vote, and won votes from almost all parties but the AfD (40,000).%%% In 2021, the FDP managed to
even increase its electoral result, gaining votes from the CDU/CSU (490,000) and AfD (210,000), but losing
others to the Greens (240,000), SPD (180,000) and others.?** To date, FDP voters are the most inclined to
consider the AfD as an electable party: only 67% rule out voting for the AfD in principle, compared to 80% of
all respondents and even 87% of CDU/CSU voters.?3®

In general, the FDP’s electoral strongholds are in western Germany, particularly in Baden-Wirttemberg, but
also in Schleswig-Holstein, North Rhine Westphalia and Hesse. In the eastern German states, it is traditionally
weak and often not represented in parliament. To date, eastern German voters are hardly receptive to the
FDP's core messages (emphasis on personal responsibility and competition) and core constituency (self-
employed and people with above-average income).

After being voted out of the Bundestag in 2013, the FDP quickly managed to change programmatically,
organisationally and personally — a process that was mainly driven by the new party leader, Christian
Lindner.2%¢ The new programmatic priorities included education, family and digitalisation.?®”

From 2017 to 2021, the FDP acted as an active opposition party without sharing forces with the AfD. During
the COVID pandemic, the FDP emphasised individual fundamental rights and explicitly opposed overly strict
restrictions on freedom, such as night-time curfews.?*® It also focused on the economic policy consequences
of the measures, for example, by clearly opposing additional financial burdens for citizens and businesses
and giving high priority to the competitiveness of the German economy.?°

In the 2021 election campaign, too, the FDP appeared as a rather liberal market party that remains sceptical

of state interventionist approaches (despite a certain moderation in the economic sphere since Lindner
became party chairman in 2013).2%° In its election manifesto, the party called for tax relief (especially for
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middle- and low-income earners), a reduction in bureaucracy and the introduction of equity-based capital
financing of pensions (in addition to pay-as-you-go financing).?*' In doing so, the FDP appealed to its core
constituency (self-employed and people with above-average income). With its other priorities — digitalisation,
education and climate protection — it also appealed to younger voters. Since climate and environmental
issues had become more important in the German public discourse after 2019, the FDP tried to debate
specific demands, but supported the “Fridays for Future” protests less actively than the left-wing parties.?*

Crucially, and in clear contrast to the AfD, the FDP always fundamentally affirmed EU and euro membership,
supranational integration and free trade; open to migration; and emphasised fundamental rights and the
rule of law.2*3 Even at the peak of the so-called “refugee crisis” in the summer 2015, the FDP “took a rather
conservative course in migration politics”.2** In doing so, it “emphasised both their liberal openness and their
critique of the Merkel government’s naive approach to migration politics”, and thus, distanced itself from the
refugee-friendly course of the government as well as from the AfD.245

The biggest taboo break so far was the aforementioned election of Thomas Kemmerich (FDP) as Thuringia's
prime minister by votes of the FDP, CDU and AfD in 2020.24¢ While Kemmerich initially saw no problem in
such cooperation (with one of the most extreme AfD state associations) and the federal party also acted
inconsistently, there was great national and international outrage. Ultimately, party leader Lindner called on
Kemmerich to resign. Nevertheless, this election left the bitter taste that some politicians of the FDP and
CDU apparently preferred to be elected to government by the AfD, rather than tolerate a left-led government
that fully supported the liberal democratic system. This seems to be particularly the case in the eastern
German states, where the FDP holds more socio-culturally conservative and economically liberal positions
than in the western states, with Thuringia representing the most extreme case.?"

Even after the controversial election, Kemmerich continued to attract attention, for example, by attending
anti-COVID demonstrations of the “Querdenken” (lateral thinking) movement.?*® This revealed a broader
internal conflict: on one hand, of all the mainstream parties, the FDP was the most open to liberal positions
and tolerated the Querdenken protests for a long time. Even after the first riots in August 2020, it emphasised
the importance of liberal-democratic fundamental rights, such as freedom of assembly. On the other hand,
this automatically brought it closer to a field of supporters that overlaps with the AfD.?#°

In 2021, the FDP joined a “traffic light” coalition with the SPD and the Greens at the federal level. This gives
the party the opportunity to act as a “liberal corrective” in financial, economic, social and environmental
issues and — from its point of view — to prevent the Greens and SPD from overly dirigiste ideas of state
intervention.?®® At the same time, the FDP must strategically differentiate itself from the other two coalition
parties and actively emphasise its own positions (e.g., in the wake of the much-discussed “Heating Law” or
the recent budget dispute), since its voters are actually closer to those of the CDU/CSU than those of the
Greens or the SPD.

In this context, it is also understandable why the FDP largely tries to distance itself from the AfD, but still uses
at least some populist rhetoric against migrants, thus normalising far-right positions and frames. One of the
most prominent examples within the FDP is deputy chairman Wolfgang Kubicki, who proposed an upper
limit of 25% migrants in city districts to counteract the “emergence of parallel societies”.?>' Recently, even
Lindner claimed that the German welfare state acts like a “magnet” and that benefits should be reduced.?>?
Crucially, both statements were made within government, which further fuelled conflict within the coalition.

Overall, the FDP has not yet “radicalised” in response to the AfD, but has already collaborated with it,
particularly at a subnational level (especially in Thuringia). Individual FDP members also repeatedly make
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populist statements, thereby normalising far-right positions and frames. This underlines the fact that there
are also illiberal tendencies within the FDP, but they are still in the minority.

6.5 Impact on (social) democracy

The electoral growth and normalisation of the far right constitute a challenge to liberal democracy and
its institutions. In this section, we ask to what extent the AfD’s rise and the potential radicalisation of the
German centre-right parties pose a threat to German democracy in general and to the SPD, as one of the key
pillars of German post-war democratic order, in particular.

How can we identify threats to liberal democracy when we see them? One of the challenges of democratic
backsliding is that it is usually gradual, so it can go unnoticed for some time. Van der Brug et al. emphasise
the “constitutional pillar” in this context, meaning the constraints of even the strongest majority rule to
protect constitutional rights, as a key component to observe when analysing democratic backsliding.?* They
point out that particularly populist parties (on the right and on the left) tend to oppose such constraints on
executive power when they collide with the “will of the people” that the populists claim to defend. These two
principles are in tension, for example, when policymakers weigh up the “public demand” to close national
borders to undocumented migrants against the basic human right to protection. Therefore, we would
observe threats to the liberal-democratic basic order in Germany, for example, if not only the AfD, but also
the CDU and FDP would defend the principle of majority rule against executive constraints, even if this were
in tension with fundamental rights.

There are initial signs that the CDU and FDP are supporting policies with the AfD that can be seen as
contradictory to liberal-democratic norms and, moreover, justify such support with the will of the majority.
A recent example concerns the use of gender-sensitive language in official communication. In Thuringia
(where the AfD could became the strongest party in the state elections in autumn 2024 and, therefore, pose a
particularly strong threat to the CDU and FDP), the CDU state association, with the AfD’s support and against
the CDU's federal headquarters’ will, has advocated a ban on “gendered” language in Thuringian schools. The
CDU and AfD want to ban gendering in schools by law and argue that a majority of speakers reject gender
forms.?** In their eyes, there is also a danger that these forms will hinder many pupils from learning the
language. The CDU presents itself as concerned about six million people (e.g., migrants or people with visual
or hearing impairments) who would be excluded by “gender language”. This is an example of the centre-right
using language that contrasts the “general will” with policies designed to protect a “disadvantaged” group.
Whilst this example relates to the subnational level, we know from previous research that it can precede
political developments at the national level.2%®

Another example of the erosion of liberal-democratic norms within parts of the centre-right is the use of
language regarding immigration. In October 2023, CDU politician Jens Spahn criticised Chancellor Olaf
Scholz’s (SPD) statement that people with no prospects of staying in Germany should be deported “more and
faster” as insufficient, calling instead for “irregular migration movements” to be stopped “with psychological
force” if necessary.?* In doing so, Spahn joined a spiral of radical demands on the topic of migration, triggered
by the AfD. It culminated in January 2024 in the revelations of a “secret meeting” between AfD politicians,
leading European right-wing extremists as well as CDU members, in which the “remigration” of thousands of
people from Germany was discussed. By engaging in such debates, the centre-right risks a gradual erosion
of language that disregards liberal-democratic norms, such as the fundamental right to protection.
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The second question we seek to answer in this section concerns the impact of the potential radicalisation of
the centre-right on the SPD. In the 2021 federal election, the SPD won over 1.5 million voters from the CDU/
CSU (see Table 4). This initial evidence underlines that the CDU/CSU’s internal controversies and difficulties
in finding a coherent response to the AfD could benefit the SPD and centre-left parties in general (as the
Greens also gained almost a million votes from the CDU/CSU). Between the 2017 and 2021 elections, the
CDU/CSU changed its course from Merkel’s centrist liberalism towards a right-tilting conservatism, currently
embodied by Friedrich Merz.

Yet the SPD was unable to retain its voters and polled at just 15%, behind the CDU/CSU (30%) and the AfD
(19%) at the beginning of February 2024.25 In most of the eastern German states, the SPD is even weaker
and the AfD stronger: in Thuringia, where the AfD is now classified as “proven right-wing extremist” by the
intelligence services, the SPD polled at 7% and the AfD at 33% in mid-January. Regarding the 2024 state
elections, the SPD is therefore in a weak position, while the AfD in Thuringia has a chance of winning a
“blocking minority” (Sperrminoritét, at least 33.3%) and having great blackmail potential, posing a major
threat to the constitutional order. In such a scenario, the AfD could block all decisions that require a two-
thirds majority, such as appointments to the committee for the election of judges (Richterwahlausschuss) if
its candidates are not elected. In the next few years, around a third of the judges in Thuringia will have to be
replaced. This alone gives the AfD the opportunity to block the committee and the entire judiciary and then
blame that crisis on the other parties (who have not met their conditions).

The SPD’s decline is partly an incumbency effect, as governing parties tend to lose voters. However, it
also reflects the much-debated structural crisis of Western European social democracy.?® In general, the
occupational structure of the electorate has changed and the SPD is increasingly supported by educated,
urban, middle-class professionals, rather than manual workers.?*® The latter, their former core constituency,
is shrinking, ageing and attracted to the radical right. The SPD is therefore mainly competing with other
centrist parties over middle-class voters.

What should the SPD’s strategy be in this competitive environment? The first question would be to clarify the
goal: is it (a) vote seeking, to gain (back) voters from other parties; or (b) policy seeking, to maximise social
democratic positions and reduce the policy impact of the right in general and the far right in particular?
These goals can lead to different strategic choices.

As Kitschelt and Hausermann note, there is no single strategy for social democrats that would only lead
to gains and no losses.?® Instead, all programmatic choices involve trade-offs: they may attract some
voters and risk losing others. Overall, social democratic parties are losing voters to other left-wing parties,
particularly the Greens. This is also true in Germany: in the 2017 federal election, the SPD lost almost 800,000
voters to the Greens and 260,000 voters in 2021.25" The other main party with which the social democrats
are exchanging voters is the mainstream right. In 2017, the SPD lost over 800,000 voters to the CDU/CSU,
but in 2021, it won back over 1.5 million voters.

The reasons why social democratic voters move either to the Greens or to the centre-right are different. While
the shift to the mainstream right is likely to be motivated by fiscally conservative attitudes, the shift to the
Greens is rather linked to comparatively more progressive attitudes towards non-economic political issues,
such as climate or migration. On one hand, social democrats could try to win back voters from the moderate
right by adopting a “centrist” strategy, which includes a moderate position on economic and socio-cultural
issues. This strategy could reduce the vote share of the political right in general and, hence, the coalition
options and impact for the radical right, but also make coalitions with radical left and Green parties less
likely. On the other hand, social democrats could gain voters who would defect to the Greens by adopting a
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“New Left” strategy, which combines support for redistribution with highly progressive positions on socio-
cultural issues, such as gender, climate and migration. The disadvantage of this strategy could be losing
more conservative-minded voters to the centre-right and even radical right.262

In an environment characterised by the CDU/CSU'’s and FDP's shift to the right, who are flirting with the idea
of a cooperation with the AfD, it does not seem like a winning strategy for the SPD to follow suit. Rather,
it seems advisable to offer a counterforce based on progressive, politically realistic policy positions on
economic and cultural issues, while adhering to liberal-democratic principles. For example, the SPD could
politicise and (re-)occupy the distribution conflict between “top” and “bottom” more strongly (instead of
between workers and benefit recipients or migrants).?s

In view of the recent mass pro-democracy protests in Germany, such policy would also be in line with current
public opinion: at the beginning of February 2024, nationwide support for the AfD dropped below 20% for the
first time since summer 2023, while the majority of the population (72%) supported the protests.?** Moreover,
39% of respondents named right-wing populism and extremism as the greatest threat to democracy in
Germany — in October 2022, it was only 20%. It seems that the normalisation of far-right positions has been
slowed down for the time being, but it can pick up speed again at any time if the parties step in.

6.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have analysed the alleged radicalisation of the CDU/CSU and FDP, the main centre-right
parties in Germany, in response to the AfD. Firstly, we outlined some examples in which both parties already
cooperated with the AfD, thus breaking the nationwide cordon sanitaire. This happened primarily at the
subnational level, with the biggest “breach of taboo” to date being the election of Thomas Kemmerich as
Thuringia’s prime minister in 2020. Even after that, both parties sometimes voted with the AfD in favour of
parliamentary initiatives. Secondly, we concluded that neither the CDU/CSU nor FDP have yet “radicalised”
to a large extent, but they have clearly shifted some of their positions and rhetoric in the direction of the AfD.
This can be observed above all in immigration issues. When it comes to the key pillars of liberal democracy,
both parties are still trying to keep the far right at bay. At the subnational level, however, we observed some
initial signs of eroding liberal-democratic norms, for instance, in the course of gender-sensitive language.

The 2024 elections in the eastern German states will therefore be of utmost importance. In opinion
polls, the AfD is often in first place there, despite being partly classified as “proven right-wing extremist”
by the intelligence services. In this context, the SPD finds itself in a rather weak position, often receiving
less than 10% of the vote in eastern Germany. Given the broader changes in its core electorate and party
competition, it has to choose between two options: a “centrist” and a new “New Left” strategy. There is no
single “magic formula”, but each strategy involves trade-offs. What can be said with certainty, however, is
that accommodating far-right positions and frames would not limit the AfD’s influence. Rather, offering a
progressive but realistically rooted counterforce for both economic and cultural issues seems to be the way
to go.
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7.1 Introduction

It has become something of a cliche to describe each forthcoming Polish parliamentary election as “the
most important since 1989”, and yet the result of the October 2023 election may well prove worthy of the
label. While the incumbent radical-right populist party Law and Justice (Prawo i Sprawiedliwosé, PiS) gained
a plurality of votes (35.4%) and seats (194) and was accordingly granted the first opportunity to form a
government by President Andrzej Duda, the election was almost universally regarded as a victory for the
“democratic opposition” and for pluralism itself. With the radical-right Confederation (Konfederacja)?® party
seriously underperforming initial expectations and winning only 18 of an anticipated 40-something seats,
PiS was left with no obvious coalition partner.

The three formations?® that constituted the democratic opposition together gained enough seats to cross
the threshold for a majority. The centre-right Civic Coalition (Koalicja Obywatelska, KO),?’ in which the main
player is former governing party Civic Platform Platforma Obywatelska, PO), won 157 seats; the liberal-
conservative coalition Third Way (Trzecia Droga, TR) gained 65 seats and the Left (Lewica) alliance 26.
This gave the three formations, which had pledged before the election to work together to restore liberal
democracy in Poland after eight years of democratic backsliding,?® a potential 248-seat majority, although
ultimately the seven MPs from the Together (Razem) party, which ran on the Lewica list, opted not to join the
government.

The impression of resounding victory for the opposition was intensified by the turnout of 74.4% — the largest
recorded since transition to democracy after 1989 — and a significant increase in participation among
young voters, with an exit poll estimating turnout among those aged 18 to 29 at 68.8%, up from 48.4% in the
previous election.?®® This led the outcome to be hailed abroad as “a great democratic moment” that revived
the animating spirit of the post-1989 transition.?”°

Yet, while this election may appear to be a breakthrough, it should be understood as a clarification of the
political landscape that has emerged in Poland over the last two decades. As Figure 41 shows, Polish
politics has been dominated during this period by parties of the right. PiS remains the largest party, and
one that, even in apparent defeat, provides the key point of reference in Polish politics. Its 2023 share of
the vote is only 2.2% lower than in its breakthrough year of 2015, and it clearly speaks for a large section
of Polish society. While the other parties (aside from Konfederacja) remain united over the virtues of a
pluralistic, liberal-democratic political system and the need to roll back many of the illiberal institutional
changes implemented over the last eight years, they are ideologically heterogeneous and likely to find much
to disagree on when the euphoria of the post-electoral moment passes and the time comes to govern in
“ordinary” mode.
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Figure 41. Vote share for key Polish parties and coalitions, 2001-2023.
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Note: in 2019 and 2023, the figures for PO are those obtained by KO. In 2023, the figure for PSL is that obtained by the Third Way
coalition, which included PSL and Polska 2050. In 2011 and 2015, the figures for Konfederacja are those obtained by Nowa Prawica-
Janusz Korwin Mikke and KORWIN, respectively. Both parties are ideological and organisational precursors of Konfederacja.

KO remains the largest formation in this “democratic coalition”, while the left — which has appeared in various
guises over this period — has failed to recover the position it enjoyed during the 1990s, when it seemed set
to form one of the focal points of the party system. Its decline after 2001 owed much to allegations of
corruption during this period, and to general post-transition “fatigue”. Its subsequent failure to recover can
be attributed to the emergence of a new line of competition in the Polish party system after 2005, which
created the opportunity for PiS to appeal to voters holding the kind of left-wing economic sympathies that
previously swelled the ranks of the left's support.

As such, the Polish party system is one that has been fundamentally shaped by right-wing radicalism and
- with two radical-right-wing parties set to form the next opposition — will continue to be shaped by it. If
the shift away from liberal democracy came as a shock to observers who had assumed Poland to be one
of the more successful cases of post-communist transition to democracy, the successful mustering of pro-
democratic forces in the 2023 election suggests bifurcation rather than backsliding. There has been a double
shift: (1) the transformation of PiS between 2001 and 2015 from a relatively mainstream conservative party
into one of the radical right; and (2) the response of moderate parties of both right and left to PiS’s post-2015
dominance, which has played a significant role in the “re-mainstreaming” of Polish politics. This chapter
explores this dynamic.
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7.2 The radicalisation of the mainstream right

The increasing relevance of the radical right at the electoral and governmental levels in European politics
has led to much recent interest in the effects of this process on party systems. Scholars have identified
processes of “mainstreaming”, by which the ideas, discourses and institutions associated with the radical
right become more widely accepted as legitimate,?”’ and of “radicalisation”, by which political actors move
toward more extreme positions to align more closely with perceived changes in public opinion and to head
off the electoral challenges of radical parties.?’2

What both dynamics imply is that the mainstream is relative and changeable. As mainstream parties move
towards more radical positions, and as radical parties become more acceptable to the mainstream, the
understanding of what constitutes radical or mainstream rhetoric and policy is reshaped. As Bill and Stanley
argue, Polish politics has been characterised in recent years by the reopening of unresolved “metapolitical”
questions that touch not only on the stuff of policy itself, but on who can be considered a legitimate political
actor.?”? What is meant by “mainstream” has itself become a matter of dispute, with the key principles, norms
and institutions of the post-1989 liberal-democratic political order coming under challenge.

While in some contemporary European cases the radicalisation of the right is a more recent phenomenon,
in the Polish case, it is a process that dates to the mid-2000s. During the first decade of post-communist
democratisation, parties of the right had been characterised by weak organisation and ideological
incoherence. A “post-communist divide” persisted between the social-democratic successors to the
communists and a vast array of “post-Solidarity” parties, many of which had little in common other than
their identification with opposition to communism.?”# For as long as a taboo existed against cooperation
across this divide, the party system was organised by default around it. During this period, both radical and
moderate right-wing currents existed, but the organisational weaknesses of individual parties ensured that
radical parties were either pushed to the margins of the party system or buried deep within large umbrella
coalitions, whose broad commitment to transition orthodoxies largely kept radical-right policies off the
political agenda.

It was only following the “unexpected earthquake”?’® election of 2001 that parties of the right started to
become more organisationally and ideologically coherent. This election saw the emergence of two right-
of-centre parties in the form of PiS and PO, and two populist parties in the form of the agrarian protest-
movement-turned-party Self-Defence (Samoobrona, SRP) and the clerical-nationalist League of Polish
Families (Liga Polskich Rodzin, LPR). While the last two parties would prove short-lived, their respective
economic and socio-cultural radicalism would be absorbed by PiS during and after the premature collapse
of the PiS-SRP-LPR government of 2006-2007.%7¢

The following analysis illustrates this radicalisation using data from V-Party, an expert survey, which provides
a wealth of party placements on individual issues and broad political dimensions from 2001 to 2019.2”7
For broad political dimensions, we use the standard two-dimensional economic/socio-cultural issue space
and a liberal-democratic issue space, in which parties are arrayed according to populist versus anti-populist
attitudes, and pluralism versus anti-pluralism. These are shown in Figures 42 and 44, respectively. We also
analyse attitudes on several component elements of these dimensions, as shown in Figures 43 and 45.278

Figure 42 plots the evolution of the positions of the four main political formations in economic and socio-
cultural issue space. The size of the points corresponds to the share of votes in a given election year gained
by the leading party of the formation in question, and the linked path between the points shows how a given
formation’s ideological position has evolved over time.
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While the positions of parties have shifted, there is a consistently legible triangular distribution to the
positions of PiS, PO and Lewica, with PSL occupying a relatively centrist position. Two general trends can
be noted. In economic terms, all formations except PSL have moved to more interventionist positions since
2001 but have done so within a relatively constrained ideological space. In socio-cultural terms, there has
been significant divergence, with PiS moving from a moderately conservative position to a much more
conservative one, while both Lewica and PO have become slightly more socially liberal.

These trends underline that in both economic and socio-cultural terms PiS was, in 2001, well within the
political mainstream, being distant in economic terms from SRP and in socio-cultural terms from LPR.
Socio-culturally, it was little more radical than the perennially centrist PSL, and economically it was no more
radically free market in orientation than SLD, the main element of Lewica, was interventionist. By 2019, PiS
had moved away from the mainstream, absorbing the more radical appeals of SPR and LPR.

It is also clear that PO — which, in the 2001-2005 parliamentary term, was regarded as a potential coalition
partner for PiS — has moved into the centre of ideological space over time. In 2001, it was more clearly pro-
market than PiS, but by 2007 had started to migrate towards the centre, and by 2019 occupied a moderately
pro-market position almost precisely corresponding to the one held by PiS in 2001. At the same time, as PiS
moved towards a much more socially conservative position, PO became more socially liberal, although the
party would still maintain a significant conservative faction.

Figure 42. Main Polish political formations in left-right ideological space, 2001-2019.
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At the level of individual policy stances, Figure 43 shows this divergence in more detail. On welfare policy,
there is little difference between the parties, with PO slightly less pro-welfare than the others but moving from
a moderately anti-welfare position to a purely centrist position on this issue. On the socio-cultural issues,
the difference is much clearer. In the case of cultural superiority, responses range from the assertion of the
cultural superiority of a specific social group or the nation overall to the strong rejection of this claim. Here,
a clear divergence is noted. While PO and Lewica have rejected this notion and PSL has only moderately
endorsed it, PiS has moved from a moderately conservative position in 2001 to a strongly conservative
position in more recent elections.

Figure 43. Changes in positions on policy stances, 2001-2019.
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There has been a similar change in the case of immigration. In 2001, PiS, like PSL, took an ambiguous,
moderately negative position on immigration, while both PO and Lewica were moderately in favour. After
2007, though, PiS’'s opposition to immigration was increasingly pronounced, going beyond the stances
taken by SPR and LPR in 2001-2005, while the other formations persisted in their moderate stances, with PO
becoming slightly more pro-immigration. Attitudes to LGBTQ+ rights also evince a similar pattern. In 2001,
there were differences between the four main formations, with PiS and PSL taking a moderately conservative
stance and PO and Lewica a moderately liberal one. Yet significant divergence occurred thereafter, with PO
and Lewica becoming slightly more liberal on this issue, while PiS became much more conservative, to the
extent that by 2019 it was as radical on the issue as LPR had been in 2001-2005. Finally, there has also been
a divergence in the case of religious principles. In 2001, PiS, PO and PSL all took a moderately conservative
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stance on the issue of the extent to which religious principles should influence policymaking, with Lewica
much more opposed on the issue. After 2005, PiS moved to a much more conservative position, at one point
coming close to the explicitly clerical-nationalist position of LPR.

When these political formations are plotted in liberal-democratic issue space, the differences between PiS
and the rest become strikingly apparent. Figure 44 shows that, despite the policy differences between them,
PO, Lewica and PSL have consistently occupied a part of this political space that is moderately anti-populist
and strongly pluralist. In contrast, PiS was already notably more populist in 2001, coming closer to the levels
of SRP and LPR. After 2005, the party moved towards a strongly populist and anti-pluralist position, to the
extent that by 2019 it was approximately as populist and anti-pluralist as SRP had been in 2001.

Figure 44. Main Polish political formations in liberal-democratic ideological space, 2001-2019.
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Breaking down populism/anti-populism and pluralism/anti-pluralism into their constituent issues shows a
consistent pattern of deviation from the mainstream on PiS’s part. While in 2001 PiS was already clearly
more anti-elite than PO, PSL and Lewica, by 2019 this gap had grown, although PiS’s origins within the post-
Solidarity intelligentsia and its experience of government militated against it reaching the heights of the anti-
elitism characteristic of SRP during the 2001-2005 parliamentary term. There was a more significant shift
in the case o