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Abstract: With the 2016 double shock of Brexit and Trump, the populist right has become a game-
changing force on both sides of the North Atlantic. A proper explanation needs to combine political,
economic, and cultural elements. Qua populism, the populist right addresses a political condition,
which is neoliberalism’s endemic democracy deficit. However, the illiberal democracy that populists
advocate is not a cure for it. Cleavage theory in the Lipset–Rokkan tradition sheds light on the rightist
orientation and the nationalist content of this populism. The main explanatory challenge remains the
combination of economic and cultural factors in the rise of populism. In economic respect, middle-
class decline under a neoliberal order seems to be the root cause of populism. However, its agenda is
culture-focused, amounting to a nationalist opposition to immigration and cosmopolitanism. This
“cultural deflection” is a persistent puzzle. The minimum to conclude is that one-sided accounts of
populism in exclusively economic or cultural terms are unconvincing.

Keywords: populism; nationalism; neoliberalism; Western Europe; United States

1. Introduction

Political neoliberalism, which arrived in the West in the late 1970s and has picked
up speed and spread since the demise of communism a decade later, has broken apart
the post-WWII “shotgun marriage” [1] between capitalism and democracy, in favor of a
capitalism largely released of democratic constraints. Accordingly, the friendliest reading
of contemporary populism is to resurrect democracy, which has been badly battered under
neoliberal rule. In one such reading, which however does not specify the neoliberal context,
“populisms have a legitimate place in liberal and social democracies. One could even say
that they are inevitable given the likelihood of entropy inherent in these regimes” [2] (p. 80).
The plural form in this formulation points to the variety of populisms in past and present.
A classic discussion even wondered whether populism is a “unitary concept” or “simply a
word wrongly used in completely heterogeneous contexts”, in effect leaning toward the
latter [3] (p. 3).

The least to agree on is that there are left- and right-wing forms of populism—which
still leaves “populism” itself undefined. Various alternatives are on offer. Some argue
that populism is “ideology” [4], others that it is political “strategy” [5], and a third group
that it is rhetoric or “style” [6]. In the canonical definition by Cas Mudde, populism is a
“thin-centered ideology”, in which a “pure people” opposes a “corrupt elite” and favors a
politics that is “expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people” [4] (p. 543).
This implies that, qua “thin-centered”, the populist ideology needs to be complemented by
something thicker, most often nationalism, but also socialism. Without this complement,
the right/left distinction could not be made.

A critic of the “myth of global populism”, who otherwise prefers a more differentiated
vocabulary for the “disparate phenomena” packed under it, is still convinced that Mudde’s
definition “cannot (be) improve(d) upon” [7] (pp. 1, 10). This is also my point of departure.
The normatively loaded people/elite dichotomy is the minimal content of all known
expressions of populism, left and right, in past and present. Rivalling approaches, for whom
populism is more form than content, cannot do without this minimal ideational input, and
they are in this sense derivative. After all, the root word of populism is the Latin populus,
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the people (demos in Greek), who nominally rule in a democracy. Populism is nothing less
than “a shadow cast by democracy itself”, as Margaret Canovan [8] argued, articulating
democracy’s “redemptive” face that mostly remains hidden behind its “pragmatic” realities.

The populism to be examined in this paper is the one that had its apex in the annus
horribilis, 2016, marked by the double shock of the Brexit referendum that led the UK to leave
the European Union, and the victory of Donald Trump in the US presidential elections later
that year. Both events have been widely interpreted as the breakthrough of populism in the
West, and of a populism that is distinctly right-wing and nationalist, and in the Trumpist
version at least toxic to democracy [9]. It is true, the Brexit and Trump upheavals, when
looked at closely, feed on widely different sources, including a chronic unhappiness about
Europe in the UK and a diminishing white majority in the US. However, a conspicuous
commonality of both is that they happened in the two Anglo-Saxon pioneer countries of
neoliberalism, where the latter has also gone to bigger extremes than elsewhere. Promptly,
the Brexit/Trump tandem has been taken by many as expression of a deep crisis, if not the
end, of liberalism and the liberal order, both domestically and internationally [10–13].

Much of this crisis talk has been hyperbole. The populist juggernaut tottered as early
as 2017, when Brexit and Trump were not followed by populist victories in the Netherlands
and France, contrary to what many had feared. Post-Brexit Britain likes to fashion itself as
“truly Global”1, and Trump went down in 2020 (if narrowly). In Europe, with the exception
of Italy where populists have governed twice since 2018, populism-in-power is mainly
limited to its eastern half, where the late arrival of liberal democracy post-1989 made these
societies extra-vulnerable to illiberal challenges2. A recent study of “right-wing populist
parties” in 16 European countries, west and east, found an average vote share of just 16
percent in 2021, up from 12.6 percent in 2001 [14] (p. 13, fn. 22). This is significant but
hardly ground for alarm. Most importantly, Larry Bartels attributes this moderate growth
“not to increased demand for right-wing populism among ordinary Europeans, but to
the increased ability and willingness of populist entrepreneurs to mobilize and cater to
that demand” [14] (p. 150). Judged by their (often inept) leadership, these parties are
limited by a “clown ceiling”, with “a rapid ascent, a noisy thud against the ceiling and a
swift retreat”3.

The populist right still represents the “single most successful” new political party
family in post-war Europe [16] (p. 12). Its gradual ascent coincides with the rise of political
neoliberalism since the 1980s, while gaining momentum with the onset of globalization
post-1989. Pace Brubaker [17] (p. 357), populism seems to be not just a “moment” but a
permanent feature of the neoliberal order. The populism-neoliberalism connection thus
requires a closer examination.

While there has been left-wing populism after the 2008 Financial Crisis in the south of
Europe and in the US, the right-wing variant has been predominant in the rest of Europe
and in the US as well. This fact tells us something important about the neoliberal context in
which this populism arises. Considering that populism is inherently counter-establishment
and counter-elite, while claiming to bring back-in the neglected people element, a populism
that is on the political right must visualize its opponent in leftist colors. This attests to a
shift of political neoliberalism, from being dominated by the right, as under Thatcher and
Reagan in the early 1980s, to being dominated by the left—a left that has reformed itself
as the “Third Way”, from Clinton and Blair in the 1990s on. In Gary Gerstle’s [18] seminal
account of neoliberalism’s “rise and fall” in the United States, neoliberalism matures from
“movement” into “political order” precisely once the left has agreed to its principles. This
is a first answer to the question, to be further pursued below, why populism in a neoliberal
context is mainly of the political right. In one account [19] (p. 418), the populist right
is entirely a response to “phase two” leftist neoliberalism, which consists of “neoliberal
social policies based on the recognition of the rights of women, minorities, migrants and
the poor”.

This suggests a change in the meaning of right, which had already greatly fluctuated
since its first appearance in the French Revolution [20]. At its earliest, “right” was simply
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a spatial notion for the monarchic forces seated on the right side of the new Republican
parliament. With the rise and consolidation of capitalism, right became the name of its
defenders against the socialist critics, and it has never lost this association—the continuity
being that right is always conservative. Accordingly, the earliest incarnation of many
populist right parties in Europe was as free market musketeers against bureaucratically
bloated states (see the pioneering study by Hans-Georg Betz [21]). Another early analysis
of these parties identified as their “winning formula” the combination of “free market” and
“authoritarian” orientations. It tellingly labelled the result “right-authoritarian”, the “right”
standing for “neoliberal economic policies”, while “authoritarian” referred to “nationalist,
particularist sociocultural policies” [22] (p. 275).

Today we are used to considering populism and neoliberalism as natural antagonists.
However, this was not so initially. Some even attached the adjective “populist” to neoliber-
alism’s earliest political mainstream articulations in the West. Stuart Hall [23] famously did
this for Thatcher, calling her brand of politics “authoritarian populism”. One can drive this
to the point that neoliberal doctrine itself bears populist possibilities. An example is Milton
Friedman’s self-fashioning as “leading a revolt of the poor against the rich” and defending
the cause of “the ordinary worker and the ordinary consumer”, who for Friedman were the
true winners of “less government” [24] (pp. 71, 78).

Over time, the populist right shed its neoliberal roots and embraced “centrist eco-
nomic” [25] (p. 411) and pro-welfare positions, yet only for natives—so-called “welfare
chauvinism” [26]. This was a strategic choice, to cater to the working-class defectors of
leftist parties that had adopted Third-Way neoliberalism. In the process, right-wing pop-
ulist parties became “a new type of working-class party” [27] (p. 350). Daniel Oesch found
that the support for these parties by “production workers” exceeded their average support
by a factor of 1.3 in Switzerland, 1.4 in France, 1.6 in Austria, 1.7 in Belgium, and 1.9 in
Norway [27] (p. 356). At the same time, he found that the main concern of working-class
voters was not with “economic grievances” but with “questions of community and iden-
tity”, especially surrounding immigration, opposition to which became their preferred
parties’ signature as well [27] (p. 349). Colin Crouch [28] (p. 97) has a simple explanation
for the relative absence of economic concerns in the populist right: “Since by definition the
political right is anti-egalitarian, rightist populism has to define its enemies in terms other
than wealth and power”. To avoid the apparent circularity, we need to place the populist
right in the larger context of political and social transformation4.

This is what I try to do in this paper. In the next section, I argue that the “right”
element of populist right becomes especially plausible in the light of cleavage theory in
the Lipset–Rokkan tradition (2). I then return to the “populist” element in right-wing
populism, which is the advocacy of illiberal democracy (3). I argue that this is not a solution
to neoliberalism’s chronic democracy deficit but, on the contrary, further aggravates it.
Having clarified the meaning of right and of populist in populist right, the main part
of the paper tackles the crucial relationship between economic and cultural factors in
explaining its rise5. The economic backdrop of populism is massively increased inequality
and economic insecurity as a result of neoliberal globalization, and the concomitant decline
of the middle class, especially its lower segment (4). However, less economic stress than
cultural change, in particular that brought by immigration and cosmopolitanism, has set
the agenda of the populist right (5). I map the ethnic nationalism that drives the populist
right, but show, along the example of welfare chauvinism, that it has had only limited
policy impact.

The spirit of this paper is synthetic, to distillate out of a multitude of sector- and
area-specific but also broadly comparative political science and sociological analyses, most
of them Large-N and quantitative, a holistic picture of populism in the Western neoliberal
order, which is at the same time attentive to the complexity of its causes and expressions.
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2. Cleavage Theory

Why is the populist right “right”? While we already argued that the neoliberal
context is key to an answer, considering two rounds of change that helped establish this
context, sheds further light on this. The first round of change actually preceded the rise
of neoliberalism. For the generation growing up in the late 1960s to 1970s, especially its
more affluent parts, Ronald Inglehart [31] diagnosed a “silent revolution” in the personal
values held by its young members, from “materialist” to “post-materialist”. The political
expression was the new social movements and green parties of the 1970s and 1980s. In
return, one can look at the emergent populist right as a late “silent counter-revolution” [32]
on that same new values dimension, which is more about cultural than economic issues, a
right that sought a “non-materialistic answer” to the leftist agenda of the “New Politics” [32]
(p. 19). This was a “late” counter-revolution because it kicked in only once the materialists
saw their size and numbers dwindling due to generational change. Accordingly, the
shrinking and aging materialists responded to the New Politics of the left with a rightist
program of “law and order enforcement” and “immigration control” [32] (p. 25).

The concern about “immigration control” fully materialized only in a second round
of change, which was brought by post-1980s globalization. Qua signifying a “denational-
ization”, that is, a set of border- and boundary-transcending and -relativizing movements,
globalization has fundamentally transformed the national political space. It has divided
“winners” and “losers” on a new “integration-demarcation” cleavage that is superimposed
on the established left-right cleavage [33]. Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan [34] had argued
that mid-20th century European party systems were the “frozen” product of the two late-
19th to early-20th century national and industrial revolutions, generating four cleavages:
center/periphery and state/church as a result of the national revolution; and rural/urban
and capital/labor as result of the industrial revolution. In principle, political party forma-
tion could have revolved around all four cleavages and their corresponding interests and
identities, depending on the circumstances. In reality, the two cleavages connected to the
national revolution, which in some places were expressed in oppositional territorial and
religious identities, cooled down, at least in most places. This left only the capital/labor
cleavage as the fulcrum of party formation and political conflict (landed interests, and thus
the rural/urban cleavage, disappeared with the shrinking of the agrarian sector). This is the
origin of the economic left-right distinction in politics as we knew it—until the arrival of
neoliberalism. Prior to this arrival, the left stood for social protection and market regulation,
and the right for competition and free markets. Globalization, which is but the spatial
expression of neoliberalism, amounts to a reopening of the national cleavage type, which is
in essence cultural and identity-related.

The globalization-focused update to Lipset-Rokkan’s cleavage theory, by Hanspeter
Kriesi et al. [33], refutes a widespread view that globalization has “added” a new dimension
to political space (most recently [35] (p. 79))6. Instead, they argue, correctly in my view,
that political space always was two-dimensional, economic and cultural, at least if one
follows the Lipset–Rokkan model (which has no real competitor for explaining long-term
party-system change). Globalization’s new cleavage, which divides the proponents of
(international) “integration” from the partisans of (national) “demarcation”, is thus not
added to but “embedded” into the pre-existing two-dimensional basic structure. Because
its cultural dimension was already reshaped by the value changes brought by the post-
materialist “silent revolution” and its new social movements, globalization amounted to
“transforming it once again” [33] (p. 13; emphasis supplied). This means that the previously
intra-domestic defense of traditional values, mostly around moral and lifestyle issues,
turned ethnic and nationalist, bringing to full bloom the combination of opposition to the
European Union and to immigration that is the trademark of today’s populist right in
Europe [36] (pp. 977–978, 983).

Importantly, the mainstream (conservative vs. social democratic) political parties,
which once had taken opposite positions on the economic left/right cleavage, have come
to “view . . . economic denationalization both as inevitable and beneficial”, and thus they
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“converged on moderately pro-integration positions” [33] (pp. 15–16). This alludes to the
Third Way transformation of the left and its adoption of neoliberalism. In principle, the
all-party neoliberal consensus could have provided an opening for a new opposition force
with a strong economic focus on redistribution. However, this did not happen7.

Instead, the action has all been on the cultural front, where the “driving force” is
the new populist right parties assembling the “losers” of globalization [33] (p. 19). Their
focus on culture, while downplaying the fact that “losing” from globalization has a very
material meaning (see Section 4), is not accidental. This is because the new “integration-
demarcation” cleavage, “transnational” in brief [37], is “at its core a cultural conflict”, pitting
“libertarian, universalistic values against the defense of nationalism and particularism” [37]
(p. 123). Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marx point out that this new cleavage has “greater
salience” [37] (p. 127) for new parties that are undivided on its issues and thus take more
extreme positions on them. These are, next to the populist right parties, green and new
left parties on the other end of the political spectrum. By contrast, mainstream parties
face internal division in this respect: conservative parties are globalist in economic but not
cultural respect, and vice versa for (traditional) social democrats, who are culturally liberal
but economically pro-statist and welfarist. Accordingly, the result of globalization is the
fragmentation of (non-majoritarian) party systems in Europe, due to the arrival of new
parties on the new cleavage axis. This fragmentation shows in the fact that the average
voting share of the three traditional party families: social democratic, conservative, and
liberal, has steadily decreased, from 75 percent in 2000 to 64 percent in 2017 [37] (p. 127),
and the trend continues.

3. Illiberal Democracy

In its 2016 program, the populist Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) presented itself
as a party of “liberals and conservatives”, “free citizens of our country”, and “convinced
democrats” [38] (preamble). The AfD wants to be “an alternative to what the political
class believes it can impose on us as ‘without alternative’ (alternativlos)”. It opposes the
“political class of professional politicians”, which primarily cares about itself and constitutes
a “political cartel” [38] (p. 8). Only the “state people” (Staatsvolk) of the Federal Republic
could “put an end to this illegitimate situation”.

This AfD statement not only confirms Cas Mudde’s [4] “ideational” definition of
populism, that is, the pure people/corrupt elite binary. It also replicates, down to the
word, Richard Katz and Peter Mair’s [39] “cartel party” theory, which argues that parties
no longer represent civil society but have become colluding and self-serving parts of the
state apparatus. Confirming its neoliberal roots that would be shortly shed in favor of
völkisch nationalism, the 2016 AfD program curiously favors the privatization of state
institutions [38] (p. 9), and even makes a brainy reference to Friedrich Hayek’s views
on the imperfectability of human knowledge and political action [38] (p. 10). Apart
from these neoliberal vestiges, the critique of an atrophied political process dominated
by a “small and powerful political clique within the parties” [38] (p. 8) closely resembles
leading academic critiques, not only of “cartel party” but also of “post-democracy” [28].
In this vein, Takis Pappas [40] understands populism entirely as endogenous response
to a “democratic representation crisis” [40] (p. 124), or to “liberal decay” [40] (p. 262),
which is likewise not far from the AfD’s 2016 views: “Increased bureaucratization and
institutional rigidity in politics, the recycling of political elites and the rise of technocracy,
the entrenchment of interest groups, the lack of transparency, widespread corruption, and
spreading cynicism” [40] (p. 262). This is what populists rail against, in their own as much
as in the views of their scholarly observers.

However, Pappas [40] (p. 190) also concludes, on the basis of in-depth case studies of
populists in power, that “in the long run and almost without fail, populism is calamitous
for liberal democracy”: “It decimates old established institutions, generates intense social
polarization, and produces economic and political crisis; sometimes, it even morphs into
autocracy”. In line with most recent key contributions [4,41–45], Pappas argues that
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populism, while “always democratic” (which distinguishes it from fascism or communism),
is “never liberal” [40] (p. 35). In short, populism is “democratic illiberalism” [40] (p. 33).
Merely inverting the words, Mudde [4] (p. 561) speaks of “illiberal democracy”, because
populism “rejects all limitations on the expression of the general will, most notably the
constitutional protection of minorities and the independence . . . of key state institutions”.

In particular, pluralism and constitutionalism, and thus the two pillars of the “liberal”
in liberal democracy, meet the ire of populists. Pluralism is repudiated because it dilutes
the direct and unmediated expression of the general will, which is a dangerous hoax
to pluralists; constitutionalism is not liked because it puts a brake on the general will’s
real-world approximation, the majority will. Opinions are divided on whether democracy
minus the liberal element is still democracy. On the yes-side is Yascha Mounk [43] (ch.
1), who finds “democratic energy” in populism. To Mounk, this makes its contemporary
incarnations distinct from “older far-right movements”: “today’s populists claim . . . to
deepen the democratic elements of our current system. That matters”. On the no-side, Jan-
Werner Müller argues, convincingly in my view, that “democracy can only exist on a liberal
basis” (quoted in [46] (p. 263)). This is because without pluralism and constitutionalism,
the “institutionalized uncertainty” that “real democracy” requires cannot be obtained [47]
(p. 71). From this follows that “illiberal democracy” is an oxymoron.

Populism fails the democratic test because it is not what it claims to be, a return to
the classic idea of direct democracy. Instead, populism is a “new form of representative
government, but a disfigured one”, one that entails “direct representation” [44] (p. 4).
Nadia Urbinati’s characterization of populism as “direct representation” is a deliberate
contradiction in terms, to capture the fact that populism requires a leader and thus is
itself a “representative form of politics” [44] (p. 115). However, it is a peculiar form of
representation, not “mandate representation” as in party government, which is replaceable;
instead, it is “representation as embodiment”, which is not replaceable. This “creates an
irresponsible leader”, and “jeopardizes pluralism by principle” [44] (p. 116). Moreover, true
representative democracy is “diarchic”, consisting not just of “will” (expressed in elections
and decision-making) but also of “opinion” (the pluralist element), both “remain(ing)
independent” [44] (p. 7). Populist direct representation tilts the pluralist element. The
result is “illiberal democracy”, which is “not democracy at all” [44] (p. 10). The populist
leader faces the dilemma that he (it is rarely a she) “must become an insider”, if he succeeds,
“without ever appearing to be one” [44] (p. 156). This is why populists in power are in
permanent campaign mode (as one knows from Donald Trump, 2017–2021): they “must
be able to collapse the difference between movement and power, and between inside and
outside” [44] (p. 156).

Nadia Urbinati’s convincing case for populism as threat to democracy is on the
assumption that populism is less “ideology and style” than “strategic movement to remake
political authority” [45] (p. 115). Such populism thus requires to be in power for releasing
its poisonous quality. However, Urbinati also makes a compelling argument why already
qua “ideology and style”, populism cannot be the fix to democracy’s deficits that it claims
to be. This is because its claim to represent the “people” as a whole is false to begin with,
and thus the claim to express the “general will”. In reality, populism “is a phenomenology
that involves replacing the whole with one of its parts” [44] (p. 13). This is also entailed by
but not reflected in Mudde’s pure-people/corrupt-elite binary [4]. In populist imaginary,
the people are always qualified by an adjective: “pure”, “real”8, etc. But this makes them
less than the whole, already because the elite is not included (who, technically speaking,
must be part of the people, unless it is imagined as of foreign origins). Even more clearly in
form of the majority, typically the silent one that populists claim to be or speak for, “the
part erases the whole and makes politics a question of partiality” [44] (p. 37).

In a nutshell, real-existing populism means factionalism and polarization. Of course,
representative democracy, in its classic party government form, also implies the majority
principle. Nevertheless, its logic is pars pro toto, the assumption being that who constitutes
the majority can—even must—change over time. By contrast, in populism, the logic shifts
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to pars pro parte [44] (p. 15), the majority being fixed and always the same. As a result, the
“majority principle” morphs into “majority rule”, or from “procedure” into “a force” [44]
(p.95). Populism rests on a “possessive conception of politics”, as Urbinati puts it to the
point [44] (p. 14). It seeks a “regime of rather than by the majority” [45] (p. 123).

Another way of putting the matter is that populist politics is “like a war rather than
a game, a matter of winners and losers, with no fiction of universalism” [44] (p. 192).
Reviewing the “grand dichotomy of the 20th century”, which is the left-right division that
has structured this century’s politics, Steven Lukes [49] notes that this dichotomy embodies
the “principle of parity”. According to it, “political alternatives are legitimately equal
contenders” [49] (pp. 606–607). The arrival of identity politics, in which the opponent is
demonized as illegitimate and to be overcome or even erased, and of which right-wing
populism is only one variant, falls short of Lukes’ parity principle. This is why populism
“cannot answer the problems that populists are reacting against” [44] (p. 207).

4. Inequality and Middle-Class Decline
4.1. Inequality from the Top

A 2019 OECD report found that the middle class in rich societies is “under pressure”9,
even “squeezed”, as its members “have seen their standard of living stagnate or decline,
while higher income groups have continued to accumulate income and wealth” [50] (p. 3).
At that time, the top ten percent in the income distribution held almost half of total wealth,
while the bottom 40 percent held just three percent. Accordingly, the report says, there
is the need for a “new growth narrative that puts people’s wellbeing at the centre” [50].
This is a flippant conclusion because symbolic change (“new narrative”) is unlikely to fix
the structural dissipation of the middle of society, judged by the report’s own findings.
The share of middle-income households fell from 64 percent to 61 percent between the
mid-1980s and the mid-2010s. This sounds small. The amount of the shrinkage is readier to
see in generational terms: 70 percent of baby boomers (born between 1943 and 1964) were
middle-income (and thus middle–class) in their 20s, while only 60 percent of millennials
(born between 1983 and 2002) today are. Moreover, over the past three decades, median
incomes increased one-third less than the average income of the richest ten percent—and
they would pale even further if the top one percent was the benchmark. At the same time,
house prices grew three times faster than household median income in the past 20 years,
while education costs also grew much faster than income, in particular in the UK and the
US. As a result, home ownership and college, the two pillars of middle-class aspiration, are
increasingly out of reach or they come at the price of crushing individual debt.

Despite these sobering data, no less than two-thirds of OECD populations stubbornly
“think of themselves as part of the middle class” [50] (p. 18). This is a hangover from the
vision and reality of democratically flattened capitalism, ca. 1950 to 1975, which has taken
a bad beating in neoliberal times. The alarm bell is rampant pessimism about the future: 60
percent of parents in 21 OECD countries list the risk that their children will not achieve the
same “level of status and comfort” as one of their top-three concerns [50] (p. 26). In the face
of similar Pew data for 2015, Adam Przeworski, not known for exaggeration, found the
“collapse of the deeply ingrained belief in intergenerational progress . . . a phenomenon at
a civilizational scale” [51] (p. 107). His pessimism is well-founded. In the US, 80 percent of
those born in the 1970s into an average-income household would achieve a higher income
than their parents; for those born in the 1980s, this chance has shrunk to 50 percent [52]
(p. 213). Moreover, what Richard Baldwin [52] called the “globotics upheaval”, which is job
loss due to automation and artificial intelligence, stretches well into professional categories.

Western middle-class decline is uniquely visualized on Branko Milanovic’s famous
“elephant curve” [53]. Depicting the evolution of the global income distribution since the
late 1980s, the graph shows income stagnation or even decline around the 85th to 90th
percentiles. The people in this bracket are globally rich but among the middle-incomers
in OECD societies. They are the proverbial losers of globalization. By contrast, the two
winners are, first, the people in the 40th to 60th percentiles of the global income distribution,
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which are mainly the emergent (though nominally much poorer) middle classes in China
and India; and, secondly, or rather first, the top one percent of global incomers. Kicking off
the debate over the richest one percent in the US, economist Joseph Stiglitz [54] noted that
the upper one percent now takes one-fourth of national income every year while controlling
forty percent of wealth, up from 12 percent and 33 percent, respectively, 25 years earlier.
Over the same period, men with only a high-school degree, once sufficient for a job that
was both blue collar and middle class, saw their incomes fall by twelve percent. “All the
growth in recent decades”, Stiglitz concludes, “has gone to those at the top”.

US Congressional Budget Office data are even more drastic [55] (p. 122). They show
that between 1979 and 2007, the top one percent of earners more than doubled their income
(after taxes and transfers); the next 19 percent kept their share (36 percent of the total); but
all others, the bottom 80 percent, lost. After the Great Recession 2008, which might have
been the doom moment of finance capitalism, the wealthiest one percent of households
had 225 times the wealth of the typical American household—which is almost double the
ratio as in 1962 or 1983 [56] (p. 8). Refuting the myth of “trickle-down economics”, Stiglitz
argues that “the riches accruing to the top have come at the expense of those down below”,
and that in the process the “middle class is being hollowed out” [56] (p. 7). Importantly,
this is not the result of anonymous market logic, but of “government policy” and successful
“rent-seeking” by the rich [56] (p. 8). For instance, the top marginal tax rate decreased from
70 percent under Jimmy Carter in the mid-1970s to merely 35 percent under George Bush
Jr. in the early 2000s; in 2007, the average tax rate in the top 400 households was as low
as 16.6 percent, whereas taxpayers in general had to pay an average of 20.4 percent [56]
(p. 72).

As a result, the middle class no longer forms a continuum with the rich, the standard
movement being upwards. Instead, middle and rich now live in separate worlds, and
the continuum is between the middle and the lower ranks of society, with the standard
movement being downwards. Fear of falling is the new normal. As Daniel Markovits [57]
(p. 105) notes for the US, the “poor/middle-class income gap” has narrowed by 25 percent
since the mid-20th century, whereas the “middle-class/rich income gap” has nearly doubled.
Meritocracy is the main justification for the widening gap between the rich and the rest.
Note that even Markovits, a fierce critic of the “meritocracy trap”, holds that for the rich
today, unlike for the rich in the past, “work has become the dominant path to wealth” [57]
(p. 13). French economist Thomas Piketty [58], in a longitudinal analysis of tax returns
in the US and Europe, has called this a lie, in showing that it is the nature of capitalism,
with a short mid-20th century exception, to be “patrimonial”, with the rate of return on
capital exceeding the rate of growth of output and income [58] (p. 25). This means that
“inherited wealth grows faster than output and income” [58] (p. 26). Put more simply,
growth feeds wealth inequality. This “undermine(s) the meritocratic values on which
democratic societies are based” [58] (p. 1)10.

The connection between mounting inequality, particularly from the top, and the
rise of the populist right is incontrovertible. Sheri Berman [60] (p. 75) detects a “clear
connection between the divisive and destabilizing economic trends of the last decades
and rising support for populism”. More concretely, an analysis of European voting data
has shown that “shocks from trade and migration”, which are the usual triggers of the
national sovereignty and cultural preservation agenda of the populist right, “elicit populist
opposition only where the top one percent have gained the most” [61] (p. 495). This
suggests that “top-heavy inequality” is at least indirectly related to the “persistence of
public support for antiglobalization parties, especially those on the Right” [61] (p. 495).

4.2. The Educational Rift

Thomas Flaherty and Ronald Rogowski [61] (p. 496) further notice a fact of great
importance: education, or rather the lack of it, more than low or precarious occupational
status, predicts support for antiglobalization parties. Education, especially the possession
of a college degree, also figured centrally when trying to distinguish the “winners” from
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the “losers” of globalization [33]. Statistics for the US show that education has emerged as
“the differentiator between economic precarity and success”11. Americans with a college
degree now have real wages that are 86 percent higher than those without a college degree.
Furthermore, not having a college degree means little to no real wage increase since 1979.

Not holding a four-year college degree is the main cause of the epidemic surge of
“deaths of despair” [62] in the American white working-class. Anne Case and Angus
Deaton [62] (p. 3) have shockingly revealed that the life expectancy of American whites
without a bachelor degree has decreased by 25 percent over the past decades, the three main
causes of “death of despair” being suicide, drug overdose (doctor-prescribed pain-killing
opioids), and alcoholic liver disease. Importantly, white “death of despair” afflicts “not the
poorest group in the United States” [62] (p. 8). Worse than wage decline is the outsourcing
of low-education work to business-service firms that “do not bring the sense of pride”—one
is “no longer invited to the holiday party” [62] (p. 8) and is likely to remain stuck down
low. Key to the deaths of despair is “a long-term and slowly unfolding loss of a way of life
for the white, less-educated, working class” [62] (p. 146). Not having a college degree has
also been the gateway for voting for Trump in 2016: 72 percent of white non-college males
and 62 percent of white non-college women did so12.

The same rift by education, down to the numbers, has marked the Brexit vote earlier
that year: 73 percent of British voters without a college degree voted for leaving the
European Union, while 75 percent with a degree voted for staying13. Accordingly, two
British political scientists see Brexit as the outcome of a long-brooding struggle between
“two politically conscious opposing tribes” [63] (p. 11): “identity liberals”, assembling
“graduates”, on one side, and “identity conservatives”, drawing disproportionately on
“school leavers”, on the other side. Both tribes are locked in a “pure identity conflict,
pushing the old economic class conflict into the background” [63] (p. 11). As Maria
Sobolewska and Robert Ford further point out, this is also a rift between generations: post-
secondary education in the UK expanded not before the 1990s, when the 1992 Education
Act transformed polytechnics into universities. As a result, university attendance has
skyrocketed, from barely 15 percent in 1988 to 40 percent by the mid-2010s [63] (ch. 2). This
makes for an education divide between people born before and people born after the 1970s.
The tragic of Brexit is not really that the non-educated prevailed over the educated, but that
the old and dwindling prevailed over the young and growing who might have looked for
opportunity on the European continent.

Beyond the Trump and Brexit examples, the importance of education for understand-
ing changing political cleavages in Western democracies, and for right-wing populism
therein, has been demonstrated by French economist Thomas Piketty and collaborators [64].
For the 1950s and 1960, they identify a “class-based” pattern of voting, in which the com-
bination of education and income—“two strongly correlated measures of socioeconomic
status” [64] (p. 42)—made people vote either left (with a low level of both) or right (with
a high level of both). From then on, however, there has been a continuous trend of the
highly educated to vote left, while high-incomers continue to vote right. This trend is
“accelerated”, not caused, by the rise of green and radical right parties, which concentrate
the high- and low-educated, respectively [64] (p. 1). The authors call the new pattern
“multiple elites”, because the educated now vote for the left (dubbed “Brahmin Left”),
while the rich continue voting for the right (“Merchant Right”). In a nutshell, the educated
and the rich are no longer united in their preference for the right. At the same time, the
voting turnout of the bottom 50 percent least educated and poorest “has fallen sharply” [64]
(p. 5). The political system simply does not speak for them any longer. Instead, “political
systems . . . increasingly oppose two coalitions embodying the interests of two kinds of
elites” [64] (p. 42).

The multiple-elite structure helps explain why massively increased inequality over the
past few decades did not lead to calls for redistribution: the educated, while mostly not rich,
are well-endowed materially, so they care little about getting more. Indeed, the “reversal of
the education cleavage” is “tightly associated” with the rise of a “new sociocultural axis of
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political conflict” [64] (p. 42), on which the educated and the less-educated, or rather their
preferred parties (left-green and right-populist, respectively), occupy the opposite ends. A
parallel analysis of party manifestos, in addition to that of voter demographics, reveals that
polarization on economic issues has “remained remarkably stable”, while polarization on
sociocultural issues “has dramatically risen since the 1970s” [64] (p. 30). While the data
do not allow the authors to establish the direction of causality, one important factor on
the political demand side is “growing educational attainment”14. Whereas in the 1950s
less than 10 percent of voters in Europe and the US had a college degree, the number of
college-degree holders has more than tripled today. This makes catering to educated voters,
“who often put living in a liberal society above lowering their tax bills”15, inevitable. Thus
described, who but leftist parties would take the educated in?

4.3. Class and Occupational Specifications

It is incontrovertible that a low level of education, and thus to be on the losing end of
globalization and technological change, is a major support factor for right-wing populism.
In addition, one can make more fine-grained class and occupational specifications. Daniel
Oesch and Line Rennwald found that “class voting” is “very much alive and kicking” in a
West European party system that, due to the revival of the cultural conflict axis, has moved
from “bipolar” to “tripolar”: in addition to “left” and “centre right”, the two antagonists
on the established economic conflict axis, there is now the “radical right”, which forms one
pole on the new cultural axis [65] (p. 784). With respect to the classes and occupational
groups that these party families compete for, Oesch and Rennwald distinguish between
“preserves”, “contested strongholds”, and sites of “open competition”. Notably, the only
“preserves”, where there is basically no competition, are the highly educated, who either,
as “sociocultural professionals”, vote for the left (green parties included); or, as “managers”
(also liberal professionals and employers), vote centre-right [65] (p. 787). The radical
right, as the newest of the three party families, by definition needs to fish in other ponds.
However, it acquired “strongholds”, if “contested” ones, the first being the “working
class” (in competition with the left), the second being “small business owners” (now in
competition with the center right). A third site, “open competition”, is the fishing ground
for all parties, and it consists of (lower-) middle class “clercs” and “technical specialists”.
Overall, the radical-right electorate is the one with the “strongest working-class bias of the
three-party poles” [65] (p. 800).

The picture of an “increasing proletarianisation” [65] (p. 801) of the populist right
electorate must not ignore its significant middle-class component. Importantly, the latter
kicks in qua “squeezed” or “declining middle”, though more through its members “fearing”
than actually “experiencing” economic adversity [66] (p. 1800). Therefore, this middle-
class component of the populist right is often taken as argument against the view that
populists assemble the losers of globalization. But this would entail a rather narrow
understanding of “losing”. Thomas Kurer showed that “semiskilled routine workers” in
the lower middle class have a strong propensity for voting radical right. “Routine work”
is performed by 25 to 30 percent of the workforce in the examined countries (Germany,
Britain, and Switzerland), the main examples being blue-collar jobs in industry and basic
white-collar work in administration. Being “codifiable”, routine work is replaceable by
automation16, thus constituting a particularly “vulnerable occupational environment” [66]
(pp. 1801, 1804). Nevertheless, this old “central pillar of the lower middle class” [66]
(p. 1804) is shrinking mainly indirectly, not through being fired but through not being
replaced when retiring—“natural turnover” [67] (p. 3)17. Accordingly, routine workers
experience only “relative economic decline”, not real “impoverishment” [66] (p. 1798).
Kurer calls them “survivors”. Unlike job losers, who interestingly turn left or abstain from
voting, survivors vote right, especially populist right: “(A) perception of relative societal
decline and concerns about one’s position in the social hierarchy—not unemployment or
acute material hardship— . . . drives support for right-wing populist parties” [66] (p. 1800).
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The surviving but declining middle is marked by “status anxiety”, “with an emphasis on
the values and virtues of an idealized past” [66] (p. 1805).

4.4. Sociotropic Concerns

The importance of “status anxiety” and of “nostalgia” or “societal pessimism”, all of
which mix economic and cultural motives and in all of which direct personal concern is
submerged to or embedded in larger societal concern, has been affirmed in many studies
of the populist right in Western Europe and the United States18. The Brexit vote can be
explained in these terms, as expression of the “social malaise of intermediate classes” [74].
So can the Trump vote, with a racial inflection, as driven by dominant-status “white
Americans . . . under siege” [75] (p. 4330). The sociotropic motivation revealed in these
analyses lends itself to geographic extension. One study of the US and Europe argued that
not the “individual” but “community” is the proper unit for studying populism, because
“populist support is strongest in communities that experienced long-term economic and
social decline” [76] (p. 464). Another study with an even broader geographic scope found
populism less a matter of “interpersonal inequality”, as Thomas Piketty would have it,
but “revenge of the ‘places that don‘t matter‘”, in developing countries as much as in the
developed world [77].

To the degree that status anxiety is plaguing the declining middle, they espouse an
“identity politics” that cannot be alleviated by “more welfare” and “financial support from
governments”; instead, they “want their perceived relative decline in the social hierarchy
addressed” [66] (p. 1826). As Kurer concludes, “right-wing populist parties have long
realized this” [66] (p. 1826). It is therefore important to take a closer look at the non-material,
cultural motives that are driving the populist right and its supporters.

5. Cultural Deflection

The notion of cultural deflection addresses the crucial fact that the economic root
causes of populism, identified here as inequality and middle-class decline, find little direct
expression in the preferences and programs of the populist right, which nevertheless is
the main electoral haven for the losers of these processes. What Cas Mudde stated in
2007: that “the economic program is a secondary feature in the ideologies of populist right
parties” [78] (p. 119), and “also secondary to their electorates” [78] (p. 120), remains true
today [48].

The “economics versus culture question” [68] in the explanation of the populist right
requires a composite answer, one that eschews a simplistic either-or as much as settling on
only one mechanism when combining the two. A strikingly simple bridge from economic
root causes to cultural deflection builds on the fact that populist right parties draw support
from two rather heterogeneous occupational groups, “blue-collar workers” and “owners
of small businesses” [79]. Their economic interests are diametrically opposed, pro-state-
interventionist the workers’ and anti-interventionist the small owners’. This raises the
paradox that the two groups that give “disproportionate” support to the populist right
are also the ones that are “the most divided” on economic issues [79] (p. 489). Hence,
as Elisabeth Ivarsflaten showed along detailed case studies of the French Front National
and the Danish People’s Party, the need to bridge the economic differences by “issues
cross-cutting the economic dimension” [79] (p. 471): restricted immigration, law and order,
EU skepticism, anti-corruption, in sum, the cultural “position” and political “valence”
issues that populist right parties hold in ample storage. However, this political supply-side
explanation dodges the question why these (and not other) non-economic issues could
arise in the first, and why they should appeal precisely to these groups. For this, we need
something akin to the cleavage theory discussed earlier.

Starting with the plausible assumption that “globalization shocks” are driving the
rise of the populist right, Dani Rodrik [68] has laid out a “conceptual framework” of the
multiple channels through which these shocks (that he further differentiates into trade,
immigration, and finance shocks) help amass populist votes. In this framework, culture is
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“an intermediate variable rather than the ultimate driver”, merely “amplifying the political
effects of globalization shocks” [68] (p. 135). That means, there is the possibility of the
“economic dislocations” brought by globalization shocks directly shaping “individual policy
preferences” on the demand-side, or “party programs” on the supply-side, without the
detour of culture. However, this would amount to the leftist class voting and the class
politics that has taken a nosedive under neoliberalism, and that only in some places (and
limited times) has found a left-populist successor. Instead, the more likely causal paths are
indirect, working through the variable set of “culture, racial attitudes, social identity” [68]
(p. 140). This may again happen on either the political demand or supply side, the culture
set directly shaping individual voting preferences, or these preferences being indirectly
elicited by party programs that first adopted the culture set. The two culture-mediated
paths are the more likely today, as the fortunes and agendas of the populist right attest
to. Overall, Rodrik’s “conceptual framework” suggests that a “comprehensive analysis”
needs to reckon with four causal channels for globalization to fuel populism, two each on
the demand- and supply-side of politics19. Needless to say, this is a “tall order” that no
single analysis has as yet pulled off [68] (p. 141). However, despite the complexity, Rodrik
offers a simple reason, equally working for the supply and demand sides of politics, why
the globalization backlash has taken the “right-wing, nativist form” that works through
culture. This is because globalization by definition generates “outsider targets”: “foreign
exporters, culturally different workers, international banks”. As a result, economic distress
is “recast as threats on the dominant group’s traditional way of life, deepening the divide
between ‘us’ and ‘them’” [68] (p. 162).

Both Ivarsflaten [79] and Rodrik [68], in different ways, operate with the assumption
of cultural deflection, and of a propensity of the political right to engage in it. There are
historical precedents for this. Daniel Ziblatt [81] (p. 34) has addressed the “conservative
dilemma” in the making of 19th century European democracies, which is that playing
“the numbers game” to win elections required compromising their “inegalitarian and
hierarchical views”. The solution was to “find and exploit issues that cross-cut and diminish
the impact of social class as an electoral cleavage, supplanting it with issues such as
nationalism, religion, and patriotism” [81] (p. 49). A contemporary variant is the US
Republican Party, which already before Donald Trump had mobilized white identity to
defend wealth inequality [82] (see also [83]; a cross-national confirmation of the Ziblatt
thesis is [84]).

5.1. Ethnic Nationalism

What makes the populist right “right” is a “specific form of nationalism”, which
Cas Mudde called “nativism”: “an ideology, which holds that states should be inhabited
exclusively by members of the native group” [78] (p. 19). Nativism is another word for
ethnic nationalism, which is usually distinguished from civic or liberal nationalism.

To the limited degree that an intellectual doctrine can be attributed to the ethnic
nationalism that circulates in the populist right, it is “ethnopluralism”. Developed by the
French Nouvelle Droite, in particular Alain de Benoist, ethnopluralism has been influential
for the French Front National and other populist right parties in Europe [85] (pp. 3–4)20.
Much as these parties are located on a new cleavage axis, New Right thinking also has
been a response to a prior multiculturalism, which in France has figured as the “right
to difference” (droit à la différence) on the part of minorities. Now the right to difference
is claimed on behalf of the majority. “What is good for the Bororos or the Guayaquis,
should be no less good for us”: “the right of peoples to be themselves” [87] (p. 103). De
Benoist, chief thinker of the Nouvelle Droite, calls this borrowing from multiculturalism
“mutual decolonization”, in which “White Power” is the logical progression from “Black
Power”. At the same time, “racism” is nominally rejected: “I am for non-discrimination, for
de-colonization, for the self-determination of peoples” [87] (p. 102). Unlike classical racism,
which was hierarchical, the novelty of ethnopluralism is to be horizontal. It stipulates
the “equal value of homogenous peoples in their native territories” (De Benoist, quoted
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in [88] (ch. 1)). Indeed, a manifesto entitled The French New Right in the Year 2000 [89],
is often indistinguishable from leftist multiculturalism—Telos, where it was published,
incidentally was one of the left’s intellectual strongholds in the 1980s. This manifesto
identifies the “true wealth of the world” in “the diversity of its cultures and peoples” [89]
(p. 11, typescript). And it opposes the “homogenizing universalism” of the West that it sees
embodied in liberalism, consequently dubbed “the main enemy” [89] (p. 3). The French
New Right is even depicted in this manifesto as allied with the “peoples struggling against
Western imperialism” and against “racism”, in a posture self-described as “differentialist
anti-racism” [89] (p. 13). Already long before this striking document, Pierre-André Taguieff
had mocked the “third-worldism of the right”, calling De Benoist, the 2000 manifesto‘s
main author, “one of the last French leftists” [86] (p. 21).

However, the unmistakable dividing line between left and right is the right’s instinc-
tual endorsement of inequality and hierarchy as natural and ineradicable features of human
society. As this has been a definitional element of the right since its birth post-1789 [20],
it must be a defining feature of the New Right as well. The rub is that positively valued
inequality and hierarchy are not easily matched with the “pluralism” element in ethnoplu-
ralism, which the latter borrows from multiculturalism and which suggests symmetry and
equality. Accordingly, classic racism slips back in21. It is barely suppressed in the claim
that “all races are superior”, and that “all races have their own genius” [87] (p. 85). It is out
in the open when “racial differences in intelligence (IQ) . . . cannot be denied”, and when
De Benoist oddly distinguishes the “intuitive reasoning” of “blacks” from the “discursive
reasoning” of non-blacks [87] (p. 97).

Most importantly, ethnopluralism rejects the mixing of races and peoples. Each is to
stick to their “own” territory without interference by the others. Next to the endorsement
of inequality and hierarchy, the rejection of mixing is a second feature of classic racism
that pops up in the New Right. From the rejection of mixing follows a principled rejection
of immigration, which can only lead to “discrimination, segregation, the loss of culture,
and crime” [87] (p. 99). The rejection of immigration, and this for primarily cultural
reasons, is the perhaps strongest communality between New Right ethnopluralism and the
agenda of populist right parties, which have been found “unite(d)” in their opposition to
immigration [90] (p. 3).

Central to New Right thinking is the frontal opposition to liberalism (as well as to
Christianity, as its historical roots). This replaced an earlier anti-communist stance, which
has become anachronistic post-1989 [86] (p. 14). However, what De Benoist calls “liberal”
is perhaps better called “neoliberal”—a notion that never took off in a French intellectual
culture that has not liked liberalism much and generally does not distinguish between
the two. Liberalism, De Benoist argues, in line with many of his (non-rightist) French
compatriots, “destroys community”; it reduces social life to the “care of material things”;
it “does not defend liberty but the right to be private”; and politics is reduced to “a kind
of service for economic bosses, administration replaces leadership, nations are reduced
to mere markets” [87] (p. 190). Overall, “liberalism”, as De Benoist understands it, is the
“main enemy” [87] (p. 198), which is evidently a repeat-line of his. Communism or Islam
take rather subordinate roles in this respect (and Islam perhaps no role at all).

While it is central to New Right thinking, the anti-(neo)liberal motif is subdued in
the programs of populist right parties. As mentioned above, this may be due to (many of)
these parties’ neoliberal pasts, and their prior endorsement of anti-tax and anti-welfare
platforms, in this faithful to the interests of the old middle class of small shop-owners and
artisans, their earliest core constituency. Certainly, as they turned anti-immigrant, some
populist right parties, especially in the small liberal north-western and northern states of
Europe, have complemented their trademark ethnic nationalism with a defense of liberal
values, such as gender equality and the freedom of speech [91]. However, they did so only
instrumentally, to denounce an “illiberal” Islam [92].

The clearest continuity between New Right thinking and populist right party platforms
is thus ethnopluralism and its xenophobic implications. If the Danish People’s Party
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defends the “right of the peoples of Western Europe . . . to their homelands” [85] (p. 481),
and if it claims that “Denmark belongs to the Danes”, this is ethnopluralism in practice. So
is the Austrian FPÖ’s avowal to “protect . . . the indigenous population” and “Austrian
dominant culture” within a Europe of “self-governing peoples and fatherlands” [93]. US
President Donald Trump’s foreign policy also was recognizably ethnopluralist, probably
transmitted to him by the Alt-Right in his inner circle: “I honor the right of every nation
. . . to pursue its own customs, beliefs, and traditions. The United States will not tell you
how to live or work or worship. We only ask that you honor our sovereignty in return . . .
Ultimately, the only long-term solution to the migration crisis is to help people build more
hopeful futures in their home countries. Make their countries great again”22.

5.2. Welfare Chauvinism

The nasty truth of ethnopluralism is that its “pluralism” part is not meant to apply to
domestic society. After all, it is an intellectual articulation of ethnic nationalism, despite the
left-multiculturalist rhetoric. In policy terms, welfare chauvinism, next to the rejection of
immigration, is this nationalism’s most pertinent expression, at least in Western Europe.
Welfare chauvinism “promotes nativism as the main organizing principle of social pol-
icy” and has been embraced by populist radical right parties as they moved away from
“neoliberal economic views” [26] (p. 294). Considering that these parties combine an
“anti-state petite bourgeoisie” and a “traditionally left-leaning working class” clientele, to
become pro-welfare, in however constricted ways, is not an obvious move [94] (p. 328).
Nevertheless, populist right parties may support “deregulation”, perhaps, especially if in
coalition with the center-right; but not “welfare retrenchment” [94] (p. 328). In colloquial
language, welfare chauvinism thrives on the image that “Henk and Ingrid pay for Ali
and Fatima”, as has been the slogan of Dutch populist Geert Wilders’ PVV party. This
choice and distribution of names (two Dutch against two Muslim) suggest that not just
shared citizenship, but co-ethnicity should be the condition for welfare entitlement. All
immigrants are thus to be categorically excluded. While welfare chauvinism is one of the
rare socioeconomic (as against cultural) planks in populist right platforms, it is of interest
here as an applied form of ethnic nationalism. Or rather, it shows how little space there is
for it in a liberal state.

Indeed, welfare chauvinism, whose thrust is plain ethnic exclusion, runs into severe
constitutional obstacles. Not even formal citizenship, which in itself is a rather imperfect
proxy for co-ethnicity in liberal states (that tend to have liberal citizenship laws), provides a
shell for limiting social benefits. “The principle of equal treatment is simply sacred. Period”,
exclaimed a senior civil servant in the Dutch Department of Social Affairs, when probed
by his skeptical academic interviewer [95] (p. 189). As a result, it is “impossible in the
Netherlands”, as in other liberal-constitutional states, “to implement any policy that directly
discriminates between native-born citizens and legal immigrant residents” [95] (p. 188).
The populist right has adjusted to these constraints, in betting on excessive residence
requirements as a second-best. For instance, they demand, as the Dutch PVV does, ten
years of legal residence before a migrant becomes eligible for social benefits (five years
more than required for legal residence, which usually triggers equal treatment), and they
demand excluding temporary migrants in total. The Netherlands, where the populist right
has been a strong political force for two decades, shows the reach and limits of welfare
chauvinism: only immigrants with “the most robust status” are entitled to benefits today,
after considerable residence time and tough integration tests and requirements [95] (p. 147).

Welfare chauvinism sensu stricto is thus non-implementable. Next to the toughening
of residence time, one finds two further proxies for it in the populist right. The first is to
exclude on the basis of “contribution history”, which is directed against asylum-seekers and
undocumented migrants [26] (p. 307). Consequently, there is little populist opposition to
including migrants in pension and unemployment schemes, simply because these schemes
operate on the basis of reciprocity and prior insurance payments. By contrast, the strongest
opposition is to including migrants in tax-financed social aid or health care, which is the
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point of the “Henk and Ingrid” polemic. Nevertheless, in insisting on reciprocity and prior
contribution, the populist right, not different in this from majority views, takes a de facto
neoliberal position, and one that has long found its way into law and policy. Accordingly, a
May 2011 report of the Dutch Council for Social Development bears a neoliberal signature
that populists, as plain ethnic exclusion is not on offer, can easily accept and make their own:
“Who does not contribute . . . to welfare and innovation cannot stay and is not allowed
to make a claim on the welfare state” [95] (p. 158). The same neoliberal-populist meeting
of minds applies to the “duty to integrate” and the responsibility to “maintain oneself
independently”, which the Dutch government laid out as its “new vision on integration”
in the same year [95] (p. 161).

Secondly, while right populists have come to oppose welfare retrenchment and auster-
ity, they also oppose positive welfare measures for new risk groups [96] and Third Way
social investment policies [97]. This proxy for welfare chauvinism, unlike the first, is not
a neoliberal position but backward-looking “welfare nostalgia” [98] (p. 190). Its gist is
to continue protecting male and working labor-market insiders, the classic beneficiaries
of Bismarckian welfare states. Conversely, welfare nostalgia hits “not only migrants, but
also women and perhaps even other non-traditional workers like self-employed and temp
workers” [98] (p. 190). As their main clientele is not actual but prospective losers, who
still have something to lose, including relatively secure jobs, populist right parties often
support harsh workfare programs for the unemployed, who are considered outside the
pale of “hard-working people”. Moreover, these parties stand in for a traditional “transfer-
oriented welfare state that downgrades those social investments on which new social risk
groups rely” [99] (p. 10). These populist party positions exactly match the preferences of
their voters, who are “pro-welfare” not across the board but only for the “deserving”, like
the elderly and handicapped, not the unemployed, within a “particularistic-authoritarian
welfare state” [99] (p. 10).

6. Conclusions

Explaining the populist right in a neoliberal order needs to combine political, eco-
nomic, and cultural elements, and perhaps more23. Qua populism, right-wing populism
is primarily a political movement addressing the deficit of democracy that is endemic to
neoliberalism. However, as it crosses out the liberal elements of democracy, in particular
pluralism and constitutionalism, populism, especially the right-wing variant, cannot but
become a threat to democracy itself. The economic backdrop to populism is middle-class
decline, even though its claims, both on the political demand and supply sides, are mainly
cultural. Next to throwing light on the “right” in populist right, cleavage theory is a
plausible macro-level explanation of this “cultural deflection”. It shows that globalization
has revitalized the cultural cleavage that had first been the result of the late 19th century
“national revolution” [34], but that more recently has taken the form of a transnational cleav-
age. The economics–culture conundrum remains the central challenge for contemporary
populism studies. The least to say is that one-sided, either economy- or culture-focused
explanations must fail.

Let us look at two prominent examples. A self-consciously economy-focused analysis
of “anti-system politics”, right and left, by Jonathan Hopkin [101], argues that “creditor
countries” generate right-wing populism, while “debtor countries” produce the left-wing
variant: “The ways in which welfare systems distribute exposure to economic risks predict
whether anti-systems politics takes a . . . left-wing or right-wing direction” [101] (p. 17).
However, if part of the explanation why populism in (south European) debtor countries
is leftist, is that it is carried by “more progressive-minded” youth, the question arises
where this “progressive-mindedness” is coming from in the first. It does not appear to be
endogenous, so that one would need to factor-in the cultural-value or cleavage changes
that Hopkin explicitly rules out: “exposure to inequality and financial insecurity predicts
anti-system politics better than cultural changes . . . ” [101] (p. 51). Moreover, the claim that
“(m)ost anti-system right-wingers addressed economic grievances head-on, identifying
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migration as an economic threat as much as a cultural one” [101] (p. 251), does not seem to
hold empirically. This is even by Hopkin’s own admission, when he argues, correctly in
my view, that populist right parties “(lack) credible programs of reform or strategies for
fundamental institutional change” [101] (p. 252).

On the opposite end, a decidedly culture-focused account of the populist right, as
recently proposed by Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart [80], also runs into problems.
They claim that “cultural values”, better than “economic indicators”, predict populist
voting [80] (p.20). While not denying the role of “economic conditions”, as having “deep-
ened the cultural backlash” (to the post-materialist value revolution of the new left) [80]
(p. 17), their central notion of “cultural backlash” suggests a one-factor explanation that
discards economics. Sheri Berman [60] (pp. 74–75) notes that individual-level surveys, as
conducted by Norris and Inglehart [80], tend to support a cultural explanation of populism,
while macro-level analyses support an economic explanation. This is a strong reason for
ecumenical thinking on populism. Discarding economic factors faces the difficulty that
globalization, which clearly has fueled the rise (and the nationalism) of the populist right,
is in the first an economic phenomenon with dismal economic consequences for the core
support groups of the populist right. The cleavage theory of Kriesi et al. [33,102], which
stresses the “cultural logic” (as against “economic logic”) of populist mobilization [102]
(p. 17), nevertheless agrees with the view, favored by most, of culture as only intermediate
variable, because the first mover, after all, is “globalization”.

Norris and Inglehart’s “cultural backlash” theory rests on a narrow understanding
of who are the “losers” of globalization. The “economic grievance theory” they dismiss
is said to identify as losers “the least prosperous citizens” who provide “strongest support
for authoritarian and populist values” [80] (p. 132; emphasis supplied). However, when
summarizing their findings, they concede that “both authoritarian and populist values
are consistently stronger among less well-off people, who are most likely to feel a sense
of economic insecurity” [80] (p. 166; emphasis supplied). As the “least” well-off have
long been known to either abstain from the political process or to vote for the left (or
for the Democrats in the US, as in the 2016 presidential elections) [80] (p. 139), Norris
and Inglehart in fact confirm the argument of the “squeezed middle” presented above, a
middle that has not yet lost but is in fear of losing and inflicted by “social pessimism and
nostalgia” [80] (p. 21). Accordingly, they describe Trump support as “concentrated among
socially conservative older white men, non-college graduates, and residents in small-town
America” [80] (p. 21). This, indeed, qua “non-college” and “small-town”, is the declining
middle class that, as we argued, has been the main loser of globalization and support group
of the populist right.

I concur with Sheri Berman [60] (p. 83) that “parsimony is intellectually . . . satisfying”,
but that “understanding the causes of populism and the current problems facing liberal
democracy requires embracing complexity and bringing together insights from a variety
of perspectives”. I leave it as an open question whether the “economics-culture divide”
presupposed in this paper is more a “nominal” than a “real issue”, a self-produced myopia
of the mostly “positivist” (Large-N) works that have been synthesized here for explaining
the populist right in the neoliberal West24. Anthropologists, for whom “economics is very
cultural and much of culture is about economics”25, and who have used ethnography rather
than survey methods to study the same phenomenon, have been automatically inclined
to resist this dichotomy. Don Kalb [103], for instance, in a review of the “contributions
of anthropologists of Europe in . . . explaining the neo-nationalist ascendancy of the last
20 years”, evocatively speaks of “double devaluations”, which are “all round, economic
as well as discursive, cultural as well as material” [103] (pp. 204, 206)26. The fact that his
picture of “popular shifts towards illiberalism” [103] (p. 206) is strikingly similar to mine,
suggests that there is validity to both.
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Notes
1 Prime Minister Theresa May in a speech on 17 January 2017. Available online: https://time.com/4636141/theresa-may-brexit-

speech-transcript/ (accessed on 13 January 2023).
2 A reviewer noted that “post-socialist Europe has been the best illustration on the continent of widespread ‘fear of falling‘,

dispossession and disenfranchisement of working-class populations that imagined themselves to be middle class”—all factors
that will be stressed later in this paper. I leave it for area experts or globally competent comparativists to corroborate such
communalities.

3 “The Clown Ceiling”, The Economist, 9 January 2021, p. 23. Already Herbert Kitschelt [15] (p. 1177) noted the “self-limiting”
performance of radical right parties, winning a maximum of 25 percent of the electorate, and less in most countries, and “quickly
punished by their own voters” when in government. This still applies to most of Western Europe, though not the east.

4 Crouch [28] does that too, with an amended version of Lipset–Rokkan’s theory of cleavage structures, discussed in the following.
5 For earlier attempts to do this, see Joppke [29,30], (ch. 1).
6 Even Schäfer and Zürn [35] (p. 79) are committed to the Lipset–Rokkan model, though their “added” notion conflicts with it.
7 The concluding chapter of Kriesi et al. [33], written by Edgar Grande, speculates that the “politics of security” (economically

understood), as advocated by left-wing populist parties, “might gain in attractiveness in the coming years” [33] (p.341). This has
not materialized.

8 Nigel Farage, leader of the pro-Brexit UKIP party, celebrated the referendum outcome as “a victory for real people” [48] (p. 423).
9 “Middle-income households” are those holding between 75 percent and 200 percent of the median national income [50] (executive

summary).
10 The relative share of income and wealth inequality differs from country to country. In France, there is more wealth than income

inequality. In the UK, the opposite is the case. The US “stands out in having exceptionally high amounts of both income
and wealth inequality” [59] (p. 79). In denying the wealth inequality component in the US, Markovits [57] (ch. 2) draws a
somewhat teary picture of American high earners as suffering from “deep alienation”, “exploiting themselves and deforming
their personalities”.

11 “Stuck in Place”, The Economist, 6 November 2021.
12 William Galston and Clara Hendrickson, “The Educational Rift in the 2016 Election”, Brookings, 18 November 2016 (https:

//www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2016/11/18/educational-rift-in-2016-election/ (accessed on 13 January 2023)).
13 See previous endnote.
14 “Brahmins v Merchants”, The Economist, 29 May 2021, p. 81.
15 Ibid.
16 The focus of Kurer [66] is evidently technological change, not globalization. As Kurer and Palier [67] (p. 2) argue, globalization

mainly hits low-skilled workers, while technological change hits “the middle of society”. Because the latter, with “routine
workers” at the forefront, respond with endorsing an “exclusive understanding of the nation state and citizenship”, as propagated
by the populist right, they do not seem to distinguish between endogenous (technological) and exogenous (globalization-related)
sources of change. While economists tend to treat both separately (e.g., [68]), technological change and globalization are in reality
closely connected.

17 The literature is divided whether there is “polarization away from middle-skill jobs to low- and high-skilled employment”, as
an OECD report claimed in 2017 [69] (p. 441). Oesch and Piccitto deny this for Western Europe, where they find “clear-cut
occupational upgrading” (while conceding that “the traditional working class and subordinate white-collar employees lost
ground”) [69] (pp. 443, 461). Kurer [66] (p. 1814), despite his case for the “declining middle”, also observes that occupational
“upgrading is slightly more common than downgrading”. A differentiated picture is by Peugny [70], who finds “a very clear
trend” toward polarization in seven of twelve examined (non-eastern) European countries [70] (p. 4), along with a general

https://time.com/4636141/theresa-may-brexit-speech-transcript/
https://time.com/4636141/theresa-may-brexit-speech-transcript/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2016/11/18/educational-rift-in-2016-election/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2016/11/18/educational-rift-in-2016-election/
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“decline in the proportion of middle-skilled jobs” [70] (p. 5). At the same time, “the jobs that remain in (the) area of middle-skilled
employment continue to offer relatively good employment (conditions)” [70] (p. 6). The US seems to be a clear case of polarization,
particularly with respect to earnings. Markovits [57] (ch. 6) reports that one-fourth of mid-skilled jobs have disappeared since
1980, including the death of the entire “middle management” category, while high-skilled jobs have increased by over one-third.
He sees a parallel expansion of “glossy” and “gloomy” jobs, which makes for a “labor market epitomized by Walmart greeters
and Goldman Sachs bankers” [57] (ch. 6).

18 For “status anxiety”, see Gidron and Hall [71]; for “nostalgia” and “societal pessimism”, see Steenvoorden and Harteveld [72]
and Gest et al. [73].

19 The alternative, of course, is taking culture as free-standing and not merely “intermediate variable” [68] (135). Norris and
Inglehart [80] have done this. See my discussion in the conclusion.

20 However, De Benoist distanced himself from the FN in 1990 [86] (p. 11), among other reasons, because he did not share the
party’s increasingly anti-Islamic orientation.

21 As Taguieff [86] (p.6) showed in his authoritative review, De Benoist had earlier endorsed a biologically racist kind of nationalism,
centered around the virtues of “Indo-Europeans”. This included his support of eugenics. Only from the mid-1970s on, did
“cultural differentialism” replace “biological determinism” [86] (p. 14).

22 Speech of Donald Trump at the United Nations in 2018 (https://www.politico.com/story/2018/09/25/trump-un-speech-2018
-full-text-transcript-840043 (accessed on 13 January 2023)).

23 One important factor not addressed in this paper is new social media. See on this Empoli [100].
24 This has been the rather brilliant and hard-to-object point of one anonymous reviewer of this paper.
25 Ibid.
26 I owe this reference to the same anonymous reviewer.

References
1. Streeck, W. How Will Capitalism End? Verso: London, UK, 2016.
2. Schmitter, P.C. The Vices and Virtues of ‘Populism’. Sociologica 2019, 13, 75–81.
3. Ionescu, G.; Gellner, E. (Eds.) Populism; Weidenfeld and Nicolson: London, UK, 1969.
4. Mudde, C. The Populist Zeitgeist. Gov. Oppos. 2004, 39, 541–563. [CrossRef]
5. Weyland, K. Populism and Neoliberalism in Latin America. Stud. Comp. Int. Dev. 1996, 31, 3–31. [CrossRef]
6. Moffitt, B. The Global Rise of Populism; Stanford University Press: Stanford, CA, USA, 2016.
7. Art, D. The Myth of Global Populism. Perspect. Politics 2020, 20, 1–13. [CrossRef]
8. Canovan, M. Trust the People! Populism and the Two Faces of Democracy. Political Stud. 1999, 47, 2–16. [CrossRef]
9. Levitsky, S.; Ziblatt, D. How Democracies Die; Crown: New York, NY, USA, 2018.
10. Luce, E. The Retreat of Western Liberalism; Little Brown: London, UK, 2017.
11. King, S. Grave New World: The End of Globalization and Return of History; Yale University Press: New Haven, CT, USA, 2017.
12. Ikenberry, G.J. The End of Liberal International Order? Int. Aff. 2018, 94, 7–23. [CrossRef]
13. Krastev, I.; Holmes, S. The Light that Failed; Pegasus: New York, NY, USA, 2019.
14. Bartels, L.M. Democracy Erodes from the Top; Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ, USA, 2023.
15. Kitschelt, H. Growth and Persistence of the Radical Right in Postindustrial Democracies. West Eur. Politics 2007, 30, 1176–1206.

[CrossRef]
16. Wolinetz, S.; Zaslove, A.S. (Eds.) The Impact of Populist Parties on Party Systems. In Absorbing the Blow; ECPR Press: Colchester,

UK, 2018.
17. Brubaker, R. Why Populism? Theory Soc. 2017, 46, 357–385. [CrossRef]
18. Gerstle, G. The Rise and Fall of the Neoliberal Order; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK, 2022.
19. Putzel, J. The ‘Populist’ Right Challenge to Neoliberalism. Dev. Chang. 2020, 51, 418–441. [CrossRef]
20. Bobbio, N. Left and Right: The Significance of a Political Distinction; Polity: Cambridge, UK, 1996.
21. Betz, H.-G. Radical Right-Wing Populism in Western Europe; St. Martin’s Press: New York, NY, USA, 1994.
22. Kitschelt, H.; McGann, A.J. The Radical Right in Western Europe: A Comparative Analysis; University of Michigan Press: Ann Arbor,

MI, USA, 1995.
23. Hall, S. The Great Moving Right Show. Marx. Today 1979, 23, 14–20.
24. Brandes, S. The Market’s People. In Mutant Neoliberalism; Callison, W., Manfredi, Z., Eds.; Fordham University Press: New York,

NY, USA, 2019.
25. De Lange, S.L. A New Winning Formula? The Programmatic Appeal of the Radical Right. Party Politics 2007, 13, 411–435.

[CrossRef]
26. Ennser-Jedenastik, L. Welfare Chauvinism in Populist Radical Right Platforms: The Role of Redistributive Justice Principles. Soc.

Policy Adm. 2018, 52, 293–314. [CrossRef]
27. Oesch, D. Explaining Workers’ Support for Right-Wing Populist Parties in Western Europe. Int. Political Sci. Rev. 2008, 29, 349–373.

[CrossRef]

https://www.politico.com/story/2018/09/25/trump-un-speech-2018-full-text-transcript-840043
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/09/25/trump-un-speech-2018-full-text-transcript-840043
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2004.00135.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02738987
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592720003552
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9248.00184
https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iix241
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402380701617563
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186-017-9301-7
https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12578
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068807075943
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12325
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192512107088390


Societies 2023, 13, 110 19 of 20

28. Crouch, C. Post-Democracy after the Crisis; Polity: Cambridge, UK, 2020.
29. Joppke, C. Neoliberal Nationalism: Immigration and the Rise of the Populist Right; Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK, 2021.
30. Joppke, C. Populism and Cultural Majority Rights. In Majorities, Minorities, and the Future of Nationhood; Orgad, L., Koopmans, R.,

Eds.; Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK, 2022.
31. Inglehart, R. The Silent Revolution; Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ, USA, 1977.
32. Ignazi, P. The Silent Counter-Revolution: Hypotheses on the Emergence of Extreme Right-Wing Parties in Europe. Eur. J. Political

Res. 1992, 22, 3–34. [CrossRef]
33. Kriesi, H.; Grande, E.; Lachat, R.; Dolezal, M.; Bornschier, S.; Frey, T. West European Politics in the Age of Globalization; Cambridge

University Press: Cambridge, UK, 2008.
34. Lipset, S.M.; Rokkan, S. (Eds.) Cleavage Structures, Party Systems, and Voter Alignments. In Party Systems and Voter Alignments;

Free Press: New York, NY, USA, 1967.
35. Schäfer, A.; Zürn, M. Die Demokratische Regression; Suhrkamp: Berlin, Germany, 2021.
36. Hobolt, S.B.; Tilley, J. Fleeing the Centre. West Eur. Politics 2016, 39, 971–991. [CrossRef]
37. Hooghe, L.; Marks, G. Cleavage Theory Meets Europe’s Crisis: Lipset, Rokkan, and the Transnational Cleavage. J. Eur. Public

Policy 2018, 25, 109–135. [CrossRef]
38. AfD. Programm für Deutschland. Stuttgart. 2016. Available online: https://www.afd.de/wp-content/uploads/sites/111/2017

/01/2016-06-27_afd-grundsatzprogramm_web-version.pdf (accessed on 13 January 2023).
39. Katz, R.S.; Mair, P. Changing Models of Party Organization and Party Democracy: The Emergence of the Cartel Party. Party

Politics 1995, 1, 5–28. [CrossRef]
40. Pappas, T. Populism and Liberal Democracy: A Comparative and Theoretical Analysis; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK, 2019.
41. Müller, J.-W. What Is Populism? University of Pennsylvania Press: Philadelphia, PA, USA, 2016.
42. Galston, W. The Populist Challenge to Liberal Democracy. J. Democr. 2018, 29, 5–19. [CrossRef]
43. Mounk, Y. The People vs. Democracy; Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 2018.
44. Urbinati, N. Me the People; Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 2019.
45. Urbinati, N. Political Theory of Populism. Annu. Rev. Political Sci. 2019, 22, 111–127. [CrossRef]
46. Blokker, P. Populism and Illiberalism. In Routledge Handbook of Illiberalism; Sajó, A., Uitz, R., Holmes, S., Eds.; Routledge: London,

UK, 2022.
47. Müller, J.-W. Democracy Rules; Farrar, Straus and Giroux: New York, NY, USA, 2021.
48. Noury, A.; Roland, G. Identity Politics and Populism in Europe. Annu. Rev. Political Sci. 2020, 23, 421–439. [CrossRef]
49. Lukes, S. Epilogue. In The Cambridge History of 20th-Century Political Thought; Ball, T., Bellamy, R., Eds.; Cambridge University

Press: Cambridge, UK, 2008.
50. OECD. Under Pressure: The Squeezed Middle Class; OECD Publishing: Paris, France, 2019.
51. Przeworski, A. Crisis of Democracy; Cambridge University Press: New York, NY, USA, 2019.
52. Baldwin, R. The Globotics Upheaval; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK, 2019.
53. Milanovic, B. Global Inequality; Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 2016.
54. Stiglitz, J. Of the 1%, By the 1%, For the 1%. 2011. Available online: https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2011/05/top-one-

percent-201105 (accessed on 13 January 2023).
55. Therborn, G. The Killing Fields of Inequality; Polity: Cambridge, UK, 2013.
56. Stiglitz, J. The Price of Inequality; Norton: New York, NY, USA, 2012.
57. Markovits, D. The Meritocracy Trap; Penguin: New York, NY, USA, 2019.
58. Piketty, T. Capital in the 21st Century; Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 2014.
59. Savage, M. The Return of Inequality; Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 2021.
60. Berman, S. The Causes of Populism in the West. Annu. Rev. Politics 2021, 24, 71–88. [CrossRef]
61. Flaherty, T.M.; Rogowski, R. Rising Inequality as a Threat to the Liberal International Order. Int. Organ. 2021, 75, 495–523.

[CrossRef]
62. Case, A.; Deaton, A. Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism; Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ, USA, 2020.
63. Sobolewska, M.; Ford, R. Brexitland; Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK, 2020.
64. Gethin, A.; Martínez-Toledano, C.; Piketty, T. Brahmin Left versus Merchant Right: Changing Political Cleavages in 21 Western

Democracies, 1948–2020. Q. J. Econ. 2022, 137, 1–48. [CrossRef]
65. Oesch, D.; Rennwald, L. Electoral Competition in Europe’s Tripolar Political Space. Eur. J. Political Res. 2018, 57, 783–807.

[CrossRef]
66. Kurer, T. The Declining Middle. Comp. Political Stud. 2020, 53, 1798–1835. [CrossRef]
67. Kurer, T.; Palier, B. Shrinking and Shouting: The Political Revolt of the Declining Middle in Times of Employment Polarization.

Res. Politics 2019, 6, 1–6. [CrossRef]
68. Rodrik, D. Why Does Globalization Fuel Populism? Annu. Rev. Econ. 2021, 13, 133–170. [CrossRef]
69. Oesch, D.; Piccitto, G. The Polarization Myth: Occupational Upgrading in Germany, Spain, Sweden, and the UK, 1992–2015. Work

Occup. 2019, 46, 441–469. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.1992.tb00303.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2016.1181871
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2017.1310279
https://www.afd.de/wp-content/uploads/sites/111/2017/01/2016-06-27_afd-grundsatzprogramm_web-version.pdf
https://www.afd.de/wp-content/uploads/sites/111/2017/01/2016-06-27_afd-grundsatzprogramm_web-version.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068895001001001
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2018.0020
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050317-070753
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050718-033542
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2011/05/top-one-percent-201105
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2011/05/top-one-percent-201105
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-041719-102503
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818321000163
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjab036
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12259
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414020912283
https://doi.org/10.1177/2053168019831164
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-economics-070220-032416
https://doi.org/10.1177/0730888419860880


Societies 2023, 13, 110 20 of 20

70. Peugny, C. The Decline in Middle-Skilled Employment in 12 European Countries. Res. Politics 2019, 6, 1–7. [CrossRef]
71. Gidron, N.; Hall, P.A. The Politics of Social Status: Economic and Cultural Roots of the Populist Right. Br. J. Sociol. 2017, 68,

S57–S84. [PubMed]
72. Steenvoorden, E.; Harteveld, E. The Appeal of Nostalgia: The Influence of Societal Pessimism on Support for Populist Radical

Right Parties. West Eur. Politics 2018, 41, 28–52. [CrossRef]
73. Gest, J.; Reny, T.; Mayer, J. Roots of the Radical Right: Nostalgic Deprivation in the United States and Britain. Comp. Political Stud.

2018, 51, 1694–1719. [CrossRef]
74. Antonucci, L.; Horvath, L.; Kutiyski, Y.; Krouwel, A. The Malaise of the Squeezed Middle. Compet. Chang. 2017, 21, 211–229.

[CrossRef]
75. Mutz, D. Status Threat, not Economic Hardship, Explains the 2016 Presidential Vote. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2017, 115,

E4330–E4339. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
76. Broz, J.L.; Frieden, J.; Weymouth, S. Populism in Place: The Economic Geography of the Globalization Backlash. Int. Organ. 2021,

75, 464–494. [CrossRef]
77. Rodriguez-Pose, A. The Revenge of the Places that Don’t Matter. Camb. J. Reg. Econ. Soc. 2017, 11, 189–209. [CrossRef]
78. Mudde, C. Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe; Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK, 2007.
79. Ivarsflaten, E. The Vulnerable Populist Right Parties: No Economic Realignment Fuelling their Electoral Success. Eur. J. Political

Res. 2005, 44, 465–499. [CrossRef]
80. Norris, P.; Inglehart, R. Cultural Backlash: Trump, Brexit, and Authoritarian Populism; Cambridge University Press: New York, NY,

USA, 2019.
81. Ziblatt, D. Conservative Parties and the Birth of Democracy; Cambridge University Press: New York, NY, USA, 2017.
82. Hacker, J.S.; Pierson, P. Let Them Eat Tweets; W.W. Norton: New York, NY, USA, 2020.
83. Frank, T. What’s the Matter with Kansas? Metropolitan Books: New York, NY, USA, 2004.
84. Tavits, M.; Potter, J.D. The Effect of Inequality and Social Identity on Party Strategies. Am. J. Political Sci. 2015, 59, 744–758.

[CrossRef]
85. Rydgren, J. Explaining the Emergence of Radical Right-Wing Populist Parties. West Eur. Politics 2004, 27, 474–502. [CrossRef]
86. Taguieff, P.-A. Origines et métamorphoses de la nouvelle droite. Vingtième Siècle 1993, 40, 3–22. [CrossRef]
87. De Benoist, A. Kulturrevolution von Rechts; Jungeuropa Verlag: Dresden, Germany, 2017.
88. Weiss, V. Die Autoritäre Revolte; Klett-Cotta: Stuttgart, Germany, 2017.
89. De Benoist, A.; Champetier, C. The French New Right in the Year 2000. Telos 1999, 1999, 117–144.
90. Ivarsflaten, E. What Unites Right-Wing Populists in Western Europe? Re-Examining Grievance Mobilization Models in Seven

Successful Cases. Comp. Political Stud. 2008, 41, 3–23. [CrossRef]
91. Halikiopoulou, D.; Mock, S.; Vasilopoulou, S. The Civic Zeitgeist: Nationalism and Liberal Values in the European Radical Right.

Nations Natl. 2013, 19, 107–127. [CrossRef]
92. Brubaker, R. Between Nationalism and Civilizationism. Ethn. Racial Stud. 2017, 40, 1191–1226. [CrossRef]
93. FPÖ. Österreicher verdienen Fairness. Vienna. 2017. Available online: https://www.fpoe.at/fileadmin/user_upload/

Wahlprogramm_8_9_low.pdf (accessed on 13 January 2023).
94. Röth, L.; Afonso, A.; Spies, D.C. The Impact of Populist Radical Right Parties on Socio-Economic Policies. Eur. Political Sci. Rev.

2018, 10, 325–350. [CrossRef]
95. Koning, E. Immigration and the Politics of Welfare Exclusion; University of Toronto Press: Toronto, ON, Canada, 2019.
96. Bonoli, G. The Politics of the New Social Policies. Policy Politics 2005, 33, 431–449. [CrossRef]
97. Hemerijck, A. Changing Welfare States; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK, 2013.
98. Fenger, M. The Social Policy Agendas of Populist Radical Right Parties in Comparative Perspective. J. Int. Comp. Soc. Policy 2018,

34, 188–209. [CrossRef]
99. Rathgeb, P.; Busemeyer, M.R. How to Study the Populist Radical Right and the Welfare State. West Eur. Politics 2022, 45, 1–23.

[CrossRef]
100. Da Empoli, G. Ingenieure des Chaos; Blessing: München, Germany, 2020.
101. Hopkin, J. Anti-System Politics: The Crisis of Market Liberalism in Rich Democracies; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK, 2020.
102. Kriesi, H.; Grande, E.; Dolezal, M.; Helbling, M.; Höglinger, D.; Hutter, S.; Wüest, B. Political Conflict in Western Europe; Cambridge

University Press: Cambridge, UK, 2012.
103. Kalb, D. Double Devaluations: Class, Value and the Rise of the Right in the Global North. J. Agrar. Chang. 2023, 23, 204–219.

[CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1177/2053168018823131
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29114868
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2017.1334138
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414017720705
https://doi.org/10.1177/1024529417704135
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1718155115
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29686081
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818320000314
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsx024
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2005.00235.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12144
https://doi.org/10.1080/0140238042000228103
https://doi.org/10.3406/xxs.1993.3005
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414006294168
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8129.2012.00550.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2017.1294700
https://www.fpoe.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Wahlprogramm_8_9_low.pdf
https://www.fpoe.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Wahlprogramm_8_9_low.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773917000133
https://doi.org/10.1332/0305573054325765
https://doi.org/10.1080/21699763.2018.1483255
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925421
https://doi.org/10.1111/joac.12484

	1
	Cleavage Theory 
	Illiberal Democracy 
	Inequality and Middle-Class Decline 
	Inequality from the Top 
	The Educational Rift 
	Class and Occupational Specifications 
	Sociotropic Concerns 

	Cultural Deflection 
	Ethnic Nationalism 
	Welfare Chauvinism 

	Conclusions 
	References

