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Introduction

Western democracies have been challenged by a broad variety of political
actors over the past decades: Communist political parties, skinhead gangs,
separatist terrorists, religious sects, etc. In this volume we have focused on
the challenge from the ‘extreme right’, which increasingly during the last
two decades has come to be perceived as the main threat within Western
democracies (at least before September 11). The preceding chapters have
addressed various issues relating to the ways Western democracies deal
with the extreme right, on the one hand, and how the extreme right deals
with the inherent tensions of functioning in a (hostile) liberal democracy,
on the other.

The aim of this concluding chapter is twofold: first, to provide an
overview of the main points made by the different authors in this volume;
second, to combine and follow-up some of these insights, raising issues
and topics for future research. Although much work surely remains to be
done, some important preliminary conclusions clearly emerge.

Right-wing extremism in contemporary democracies

Whether contemporary extreme right groups are indeed anti-democratic or
not, there is no doubt that (serious) tensions exist between the extreme
right and Western democracies. Most extreme right groups are highly crit-
ical of (key) elements of liberal democracy, while liberal democracies tend
to treat the extreme right as threats or, at the very least, unwelcome
participants. Consequently, extreme right groups face what Jaap van Don-
selaar (1995, p. 13) has called an ‘adaptation dilemma’: to become
accepted by the mainstream, and prevent repression by the state, they need
to moderate, but to satisfy their hard-core members, and to keep a clear
profile, they need to stay extreme.



Extreme right parties and the adaptation dilemma

Either explicitly or implicitly, the adaptation dilemma is the focus of all
three chapters of the first part of the book. Alexandre Dézé provides a
comparative study of the ways in which four extreme right parties try to
deal with the inherent tension. His conclusion is that all of them adapt to
democracy, but that this always leads to internal problems. As examples
he refers to the recent developments within the French National Front
(FN) and the Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ). However, if all four parties
are taken into account, a more complex picture emerges, as both the
Belgian Flemish Block (VB) and the Italian National Alliance (AN) adapt
to democracy, although to different degrees, yet they are confronted far
less with internal dissent. I believe this can be explained, at least in part, by
accounting for the level of openness of the ‘democratic’ parties to their
‘extremist’ counterparts.

In Italy, the political environment was most conducive to the integra-
tion of the extreme right into the democratic mainstream. Since the fall of
the ‘First Republic’, the Italian Social Movement (MSI) and its successor,
the AN, have been accepted unconditionally by the new mainstream right-
wing party, Forza Italia of Silvio Berlusconi. This has so far led twice to
the inclusion into the Italian government of the AN, and to the trans-
formation of the neo-fascist MSI into the ‘post-fascist’ AN (see Ignazi
1996). Indeed, today many commentators no longer include the AN into
the groups of extreme right parties, taking the party at its word that it has
transformed into a conservative right-wing party similar to the French
Gaullist Rally for the Republic (RPR).

In Austria, the FPÖ was conditionally accepted by the mainstream
right, i.e. the Christian democratic Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP). Unlike
in Italy, it was never a marriage of love, but rather of convenience (this
applies both to the 2001 and, even more, to the 2003 government). From
the outset, the FPÖ was put under probation, both by the ÖVP and by the
international community (see below). Consequently, the FPÖ clearly mod-
erated itself in government, but also became more divided internally. In the
end, this led to a showdown between the real leader of the party, Jörg
Haider, who had given up his party chairmanship under international
pressure, and his successor, official party leader Susanne Riess-Passer. The
end result was the fall of the government, a major setback in the 2002
elections, and an internally divided party.

In France the political environment is generally hostile, though there are
some ‘friendly zones’, most notably in the South of the country and within
the RPR party (see Chapter 6). This almost schizophrenic situation of
being ostracized at the national and (in most cases) the sub-national levels,
yet being courted and accepted into coalitions in some regions and
communities, is partly the result of strategies by the FN itself. However,
while the conciliatory approach of Bruno Mégret led to an initial victory
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when the mainstream right split over the issue of cooperation with the FN
(see Knapp 1999), it ended in a major defeat. After the right had
regrouped, the issue became a major bone of contention within the FN
itself, with one faction (around Jean-Marie Le Pen) opposed to coopera-
tion with the right, and one group in favor (around Mégret). The result
was a fractionalized extreme right, now divided into two smaller and less
relevant parties (see Chapters 1 and 6).

In Belgium, or more specifically the Dutch speaking part of Flanders,
the VB operates in an almost completely hostile environment.1 All the
major Flemish ‘democratic’ parties participate in a cordon sanitaire around
the VB, which is enforced at all governmental levels (local, regional,
federal, supranational). The cordon holds that ‘no political agreements will
be made with the Vlaams Blok’, neither in the various councils, nor in elec-
tions (Daemen 1998, p. 78). Consequently, the VB is not forced to com-
promise and can remain both open and vague about its willingness to
adapt, without creating internal divisions. The result is an internally united
and ideologically radical party, which goes from strength to strength in
various elections.

To be sure, the relationship between the openness of the ‘democratic’
parties and the moderation of the ‘extremist’ party is not as straight-
forward as these four cases seem to indicate. For example, Germany and
the Netherlands have witnessed the combination of an informal cordon
sanitaire and a weak and internally divided extreme right. The situation in
Britain is fairly similar, as Roger Eatwell’s chapter vividly describes, even
though the political and social rejection of the extreme right is perhaps less
vehement. Still, what the four cases do show is the importance of the posi-
tion of the ‘democratic’ parties in the way extreme right parties deal with
the adaptation dilemma.

From support to opposition

With regard to the non-party political extreme right, Chapter 2 by Mark
Potok also points to the possible negative side-effects of state repression to
(non-violent) extremists. After all, the radicalization of the militias, and in
their trail terrorists like Timothy McVeigh, was at least in part a reaction
to the dramatic state actions against alleged extremists such as Randy
Weaver (Ruby Ridge) and David Koresh (Waco).

While it is certainly true that the American case is typical, and differs
significantly from the general European situation, there are also striking
similarities. For example, the recent wave of increased state repression
against the militant extreme right scene in Germany seems to have led to
the intended decrease of militants, but also to the unintended hardening of
the remaining activists (Maegerle 2002). In other words, the militant
extreme right became leaner but meaner.

Another trend that Potok observes for the US is the changed relationship
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to the state, from (passive) support to (armed) opposition. This develop-
ment can also be observed in Europe, where right-wing extremists see the
state increasingly as the enemy. This can be noted at the rhetorical level,
i.e. in the propaganda of various extreme right groups, which blame the
state/political elite rather than the immigrants themselves for the ‘immigra-
tion drama’ (see Mudde 2000). But it is even clearer in the recent shift
within the most dangerous part of the extreme right, the (potentially)
violent extra-parliamentary extreme right movement, most notably the
neo-Nazi and white supremacist groups. In countries such as Germany or
Sweden these groups increasingly brand the state and their representatives
as their main enemy, as hit lists seized by the security forces testify (e.g.
Willems 2002; Bjørgo 1997).

Democratic responses to extremism

The second part of the book addresses the ways in which democracies deal
with extremist challenges, a topic so far largely ignored in the political
science literature. In the little comparative academic literature available on
the topic, one often finds a distinction between two (ideal) types: typically,
the American and the German model (see also Chapter 5).

In the American model, obviously based upon the US experience, the
state provides for as much freedom as possible. This means that all ideas
are accepted in the democratic ‘marketplace of ideas’, whether they are
democratic or not. An example is the famous Skokie case, where the racist
Ku Klux Klan won a court case to demonstrate through a predominantly
Jewish neighborhood (Chapter 5). However, not all actions are accepted,
and violent political groups are the subject of serious state repression
(Chapters 2 and 8).

The German model is officially called streitbare or wehrhafte
Demokratie, which roughly translates as ‘militant democracy’ (e.g. Jaschke
1991; Backes 1989). It is based on the legal system in post-war Germany,
which has largely been influenced by the Weimar legacy and the Allied
(and German elite’s) distrust of the German population. As in the Amer-
ican model, anti-democratic actions are severely punished. But the German
state has also explicitly defined ‘the fundamental principles of the free
democratic order’, and prohibits not only actions, but also ideas that are
opposed to these principles.

Ideal types

As is the case with ideal types, most countries do not neatly fit into any of
them. Many of the Western democracies are, on paper, closer to the Amer-
ican model, yet in practice follow the militant route. This is even the case
in the Eastern Europe, where most post-communist democracies initially
held on to their newly won freedoms, despite the growing visibility of
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extreme right actors. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, however,
most of these countries are (rapidly) moving into the direction of militant
democracies (see ECRI 1998), often explicitly encouraged by international
organizations such as the European Union and United Nations (see below).
In fact, even the US increasingly fails to live up to the American model
(e.g. Michael 2003).

The legal and political frameworks of countries are the result of com-
promises, ever in flux and under discussion. They are much influenced by
national and international developments. Most recently, the terrorist
attacks of September 11 have led to an unprecedented wave of legal
reform across the globe, not in the least in Western democracies. What
these reforms have in common is that they ‘extend the illegal areas,
increase the punishments, ease the burden of proof, limit the chances of
the defense, and obstruct the control on legislation’ (Hassemer 2002, p.
11). In terms of our two ideal types, the reforms conform more to the
German than to the US model. How they will also impact on the relation-
ship with the extreme right will be a topic for future research.

As Pedahzur has convincingly argued, the ideal types focus too much
attention on the strict formal side of anti-extremist measures. This some-
what ignores the informal, and sometimes even illegal, sides. Take, for
example, the case of the Netherlands in the 1990s, when the country was
faced with two small extreme right parties, the Centre Democrats (CD)
and the Centre Party’86 (CP’86). On paper, the Netherlands is not a mili-
tant democracy, like its big neighbor to the East (Bolsius 1994). Neverthe-
less, the Dutch are one of the few countries that banned an extreme right
political party in recent years: the CP’86 in 1998 after having been con-
sidered a ‘criminal organization’ by the Amsterdam court (see Mudde
2000).

But there are many ‘anti-extremist’ measures that are more subtle,
although nonetheless effective. For example, during most of the 1980s and
1990s the Dutch extreme right was unable to hold any public demonstra-
tion. What happened was always the same: an extreme right party would
ask for permission to demonstrate in a city, anti-fascists would announce a
counter-demonstration (not always asking for permission), and the mayor
of the city would ban both demonstrations for fear of public disturbances
– thereby sidestepping the provision in the law that does not allow the
administration to ban a demonstration on the basis of the ideology of the
organizers and participants (e.g. Mudde 1995). Ironically, in sharp con-
trast, in the militant democracy of Germany, some 2000 policemen and
women have been mobilized to separate a similar number of participants
to the annual meeting of the German People’s Union (DVU) in the south
German city of Passau from some few hundred anti-fascists.2 This in spite
of the fact that the DVU is officially labeled as ‘extremist’ by the German
state, while the Dutch CD was allegedly not even monitored by the Dutch
security service.
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The role of the ‘democratic’ parties

Given that Western democracies are all party democracies, it is obvious
that the behavior of the ‘non-extremist’ parties, often self-described as the
‘democratic’ parties, is crucial for the way the state deals with extremist
parties. This is not just the case in contemporary democracies. On the
basis of a comparative study of democratic responses in the inter-war
period, Giovanni Capoccia in Chapter 4 concludes that the behavior of
‘democratic’ party leaders, most notably of so-called ‘border parties’ (in
this case, the mainstream right), was the key factor distinguishing between
democratic breakdown and survival in Europe.

Other authors in this volume have also dealt with the inter-party rela-
tions. Dézé approached the subject primarily from the viewpoint of the
‘extremists’, while Kestel and Godmer took the perspective of the ‘demo-
crats’. The latter sketched the two extreme models, the exclusionary
German and the inclusionary Austrian models, before analyzing the more
ambiguous and complex French situation. Some countries fit one of the
two extremes, most notably the German model (e.g. Czech Republic, the
Netherlands), but most are somewhere between the two. Think of the way
the Swedish parties dealt with New Democracy (see Chapter 7), or the
ambiguous manner in which the former Hungarian premier ‘distanced’
himself from the extreme right Hungarian Justice and Life Party.

While we know something (although still far too little) about the rela-
tionships between ‘democratic’ parties and ‘extremist’ parties in different
countries, we know precious little about the reasons behind these relation-
ships (and their changes). Kestel and Godmer argue that ideology plays an
important role in the exclusion of extremist parties, but not in their inclu-
sion. This is a popular view, particularly within the anti-extremist camp,
but not necessarily always the case.

If one is to judge purely on the level of rhetoric, then ample evidence
can be provided. For example, in the early 1980s, conservative parties in
various countries treated the Green party as ‘left-wing extremists’ and
called for its exclusion from the mainstream; within the German Christian
Democratic camp there were even powerful voices that called for a ban.
With regard to the extreme right, calls for exclusion have most quickly and
consistently come from the left (both the extreme and the mainstream).
Still, there are many significant exceptions. Jacques Chirac, leader of the
right-wing RPR, has been one of the most outspoken proponents of exclu-
sion of the FN. The Czech Social Democratic Party has been as opposed to
cooperation with the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia as to an
understanding with the right-wing parties, even adopting the so-called
‘Bohunin Act’ which bars the party from officially cooperating with the
Communists.

In terms of policies, the relationship is not straightforward either. Some
people have argued that there is a link between the ideology of the party
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that is in power and the way the extreme right (or left for that matter) is
treated. Intuitively, it would make sense that mainstream right-wing
parties will be more accommodating to the extreme right, yet more vigilant
to the extreme left, while the mainstream left will be more accommodating
to the extreme left and more vigilant to the extreme right. Unfortunately,
there is not much empirical research available on this issue. Moreover, in
most European countries straightforward analysis is hindered by the prac-
tice of coalition governments, which means that pure right-wing and left-
wing governments are rare. Instead, most governments are centre-right and
centre-left, having more in common than sets them apart.

In the US, one of the few countries with a single party government,
Donald P. Haider-Markel and Sean P. O’Brien (1997, p. 562) found that
‘the presence of more conservative Republicans appears to make the adop-
tion of anti-paramilitary laws more difficult.’ In Germany, on the other
hand, no clear relationship was found between the political color of the
(state) government and the ways the (left-wing or right-wing) extremists
are dealt with (Backes 2000). Moreover, both the decisive call to have the
‘Republicans’ (REP) labeled as extremist, and therefore monitored by the
Federal Bureau for the Protection of the Constitution (BfVS), and the initi-
ative to apply for a ban of the NPD came from the conservative Bavarian
Christian Social Union (Henckel and Lembcke 2001).

In conclusion, there can be convincing ideological arguments for the
inclusion of ‘extremists’ (‘democracy is for all’), and there can be strategi-
cal (indeed, cynical) reasons for their exclusion – party competition, for
example. At this stage, the importance of the various possible factors is
largely unknown, and further comparative research will have to discover
what explains the (change in) relationships between ‘democratic’ and
‘extremist’ parties.

The role of civil society

Some of the chapters have touched upon the role of civil society in dealing
with the extreme right. Ami Pedahzur has stressed the importance of an
active civil society that counters both the extremists and the state, in cases
of overzealous reactions to (alleged) extremists. His type of the ‘immu-
nized democracy’ entails such a balanced and strong civil society. It would
be interesting to see more (comparative) studies of the role of civil society
in this respect, and in particular of watchdog organizations that monitor
the state responses. For example, I doubt one can find many organizations
similar to the powerful American Civil Liberties Union outside of the US.

George Michael provides a very welcome first study of the role of non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) in the ‘struggle’ against the extreme
right in the US (see also Michael 2003). His analysis shows the financial
and organizational strength of these watchdog organizations, which can
clearly outspend the extremist organizations. He also shows the profound
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influence of particular groups, most notably the Anti-Defamation League
and the Southern Poverty Law Center, in not only co-setting the agenda,
but also in providing many of the answers to the political questions. This
raises not only serious democratic concerns, but also interesting academic
questions. Is the situation in the US indeed ‘unique’, as Michael argues, or
can similarly strong NGOs be found outside of the US?

While quite some work has been done on (individual and comparative)
anti-racist and anti-fascist groups – though quite often by strongly pro-
biased authors – there is little consensus over their effects on both demo-
cracy and the extremists. While anti-fascists themselves claim victory after
victory in their ‘battle with the fascists’, impartial observers are far less
positive. Some straightforwardly deny the alleged success the movements
claim (e.g. Eatwell in Chapter 3; Husbands 1998; Kowalsky 1992), while
others point to a far more worrying aspect. According to them, the often
violent approach of anti-fascists only strengthens the extreme right, by
making them into victims or underdogs, and leads to a dangerous spiral of
violence (e.g. Mletzko 2001).3

Comparatively, there is little known about the role of the more tradi-
tional NGOs in policies against right-wing extremists. Still, it is known
that organizations like the Anne Frank Foundation (AFS) and Forum in
the Netherlands are consulted by (governmental, party, parliamentary)
commissions on issues related to right-wing extremism. In addition, NGOs
like the AFS and the Centre for Information and Documentation about
Israel have at times initiated litigation against extreme right organizations,
such as the Centre Party and the (Flemish) revisionist Free Historical
Research (see Van Donselaar 1995). Even in some of the new democracies
of Eastern Europe, civil society plays its role in pushing states to change
their initial post-communist laissez-faire approach to the extreme right in
favor of a more militant democracy (on Hungary, see Szôcs 1998).

There is no doubt that (civil) society does play a role in the way Western
governments deal with (right-wing) extremists, and so it should be in a
democracy. Indeed, Van Donselaar (1995) has claimed that social pressure
is one of the most important variables in the adaptation dilemma of the
extreme right, and has pointed specifically to the situation in Germany and
the Netherlands. In these countries social pressure is among the highest in
Europe, while the extreme right has always been weak and divided (e.g.
Backes and Mudde 2000; Schikhof 1998). Still, this aspect of the adapta-
tion dilemma is also difficult to prove scientifically, as most countries have
had fairly constant levels of social pressure on right-wing extremists, and
without fluctuation the thesis might actually hide more than it shows. In
one of the few countries where the political and social situation did change
drastically, Belgium, the extreme right VB has so far not suffered from the
strongly increased pressure (neither electorally, nor organizationally). This
could point to a certain threshold value, i.e. the political and social pressure
only works in the developing stage of a political party.
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But even if we accept that the adaptation dilemma does exist for all
extremist groups, it seems questionable that it can really work in countries
where the exclusion of extremists is complete (such as in Germany and the
Netherlands)4 given that the dilemma only exists as long as there is choice.
And once you exclude extremists permanently – either by banning the
party or by essentially arguing ‘once an extremist, always an extremist’ –
there is no choice. Consequently, ‘extremists’ and ‘moderates’ can easily sit
together in extreme right organizations, growing from strength to strength
in their isolation (see the VB in Flanders).

Defending democracy against different types of extremist threat

Another shortcoming in most literature is that it describes general models
of ‘defending democracy’ without considering the different forms of
extremism. In this respect, Anders Widfeldt in Chapter 7 makes two very
important contributions. First, he presents a typology of responses to polit-
ical extremism that is also applicable to sub-groups within the state. So,
whereas the American and German models describe the responses of the
state as a whole, as do the similar models presented by Pedahzur, Wid-
feldt’s typology can be applied to (individual) political parties or civil
society groups within the state. In this way, the various individual
responses to extremist challenges that make up the often hugely simplified
picture of the one coherent state response, that typifies the ‘national’
models, can be studied and understood.

Second, he points to the difference between parliamentary and extra-
parliamentary challengers. In the ‘diversified approach’ in Sweden the state
dealt relatively mildly with the parliamentary extreme right, yet rather
strictly with the extra-parliamentary ‘parties’. A similar situation could be
found in Austria, where the parliamentary FPÖ has always been treated
with caution, whereas the extra-parliamentary National Democratic Party
(NDP) was eventually banned. Likewise, in the Netherlands, the
parliamentary CD were ostracized, but never seriously faced the risk of
being banned, unlike the extra-parliamentary CP’86.

The question is whether it is actually the parliamentary status of an
organization that decides the state response. Perhaps it is rather the
group’s ideological extremity. The FPÖ and the CD were clearly more
moderate in terms of ideology than the NDP and CP’86 respectively. Still,
in the public debate one often hears the argument that parliamentary
parties should not be banned because they represent a (significant) section
of the population.

The German militant democracy makes an important legal distinction
between political parties and other political organizations. Non-party
organizations can be banned by the (federal or state) Minister of Interior.
At the federal level alone, this procedure has been applied 18 times in the
l990s (BfVS 1999, p. 13). Political parties, on the other hand, can only be
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banned by the Federal Constitutional Court, a very demanding procedure
that depends on the verdict of an independent organization. So far, ‘only’
two parties have been banned in post-war Germany, the extreme right
Socialist Reich Party and the Communist Party of Germany (Lovens
2001).

Dézé raises the interesting idea of comparing the way democracies deal
with challenges from the extreme left and the extreme right. Indeed, in
many countries this is a hot issue in the public and political debate, and
nowhere more so than in Germany. Many on the left of the political spec-
trum have accused the German state of being ‘blind in the right eye’,
meaning that they do not adequately deal with right-wing extremists. They
substantiate this argument by pointing to the considerable state repression
that was used in the 1960s and 1970s against the extreme left, most
notably terrorist groups like the Red Army Faction and the Baader-
Meinhof Group, and compare this to the alleged soft manner in which
right-wing extremists have been dealt with in recent times. Some prelimi-
nary research rejects this thesis (e.g. Backes 2000; Prützel-Thomas 2000),
but more (comparative) research is surely needed.

This applies not only to the comparison of right and left terrorism, but
also to non-violent extremist groups. In various countries, commentators –
generally though not exclusively on the right – have complained about the
double standards that are being applied to the treatment of left-wing and
right-wing extremists. At first glance, it looks indeed to be the case that
extreme left parties (and groups more general) have been treated more
sympathetically than their extreme right counterparts. For example, in the
Netherlands the extreme right has been the object of considerable legal,
political and social repression, while the extreme left has been shunned by
the mainstream right, but accepted by the majority of the mainstream left.
A similar situation can be found in France, where the Communist Party of
France has long been an accepted coalition partner of the Socialists, while
the FN is, for the most part, rejected by ‘democratic’ parties of both the
right and left (see Chapter 6). Similarly, in Germany, the ‘post-communist’
Party of Democratic Socialism is, in most Eastern states, accepted as koali-
tionsfähig, despite occasional anti-extremist rhetoric from the mainstream
right, while extreme right parties like the DVU and REP are still excluded
by all (e.g. Backes 2000).

Another interesting comparison would be between political extremism
and religious extremism, or fundamentalism. This will be problematic at
the parliamentary level, as religious fundamentalist political parties are
rare in Western democracies. The example of the orthodox Protestant
Political Reformed Party (SGP) in the Netherlands indicates a far larger
acceptance of Christian fundamentalists than of (right-wing) extremists
(Voerman and Lucardie 1992). Despite being openly anti-democratic, and
excluding women from its membership, the SGP is treated as part of the
‘democratic’ block and included in several local coalitions. In other coun-
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tries, Christian fundamentalists constitute influential factions within large
mainstream parties, such as Opus Dei in the Spanish Popular Party or the
Christian right in the US Republican Party.

At the extra-parliamentary level, more fruitful comparisons could be
made, particularly given the growing relevance of Islamic fundamentalist
groups in the West (e.g. Israeli 2001). It seems that, in recent years, and
most notably since the terrorist attacks of September 11, Islamic funda-
mentalists have overtaken even the extreme right as ‘public enemy number
one’ in Western democracies. Consequently, it is these groups that are
feeling the full might of ‘defending democracy’, at a level that the extreme
right (or left) probably never did.

At a local level, this can be observed recently in the city of Antwerp,
where small groups of Belgian youths of Moroccan descent were involved
in ‘riots’ in November 2002. After the media had documented the presence
of Dyab Abou Jahjah, the charismatic leader of the Arab European League
(AEL), a tiny organization that blends Arab nationalism and relatively
orthodox Islam, Belgian politicians competed almost ad absurdum in their
anti-AEL statements. Within a year of its existence, the AEL was already
faced with the possibility of serious legal restrictions. The main protago-
nist of harsh measures against the ‘anti-democratic AEL’ was, how ironic,
the VB, the only party that shares some of the main points of the AEL (e.g.
rejection of integration of minorities) and much of the same hostility by
the mainstream politicians. Still, it took the ‘democratic’ parties more than
ten years to establish a cordon sanitaire around the VB, yet less than a year
to ostracize the AEL.

Finally, the way ‘defending democracies’ deal with the extreme right
can be compared with the treatment of separatist-irredentist groups. In this
respect, it seems again that the extreme right is treated fairly moderately.
Great Britain and Spain, two of the countries faced with the strongest sep-
aratist challenges, have adopted far-reaching legislation to repress these
groups. Most recently, Spain temporarily banned the Basque separatist
party, Batasuna, the political wing of ETA5 – a fate which has befallen no
parliamentary extreme right party. In addition, many other countries (e.g.
Bulgaria, Slovakia, Turkey) have laws that prohibit political parties that
‘threaten the territorial integrity of the state’ (see Venice Commission
2000).

A multilevel relationship

While most chapters are mainly, if not exclusively, concerned with rela-
tionships between extremism and democracy at the national level, two
chapters stress the importance of the sub-national level. While Eatwell pro-
vides an insightful study of the importance of ‘community politics’ for the
British National Party (BNP), Laurent Kestel and Laurent Godmer show,
on the basis of a comparative study of three European countries (Austria,
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Germany and France), that the political inclusion of extreme right parties
often starts at the sub-national (i.e. regional or local) level. The Belgian
case teaches us that the opposite can be the case as well. It was the elect-
oral breakthrough of the VB in Antwerp in 1988 that triggered the self-
proclaimed ‘democratic parties’ in Flanders to establish the cordon
sanitaire to exclude the VB (Daemen 1998).

Also, in terms of the development of anti-extremist policies, the sub-
national levels play an important role. Given that most militant extreme
right groups tend to be only small and very locally organized, it is often
the local communities that are confronted with them first. For example, in
a study of racist violence in Finland, Timo Virtanen (n.d.) argues that ‘in
the absence of consistent state policies on issues connected with racism and
intolerance, a great deal of anti-racist responses has depended on the
awareness and consciousness of local authorities in Finland.’ The same
situation existed in Sweden, where the experiences of cities such as Troll-
hättan and Karlkrona had a profound effect on the way other local
communities and even the national government would deal with extreme
right challenges (see Chapter 7).6

The sub-national level is not the only important non-national level that
influences the relationships between extremism and democracy. At times
even more important is the supranational level. Think of the international
treaties that most Western democracies have signed, such as the European
Convention on Human Right and Fundamental Freedoms (1963) or the
UN International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination (1966). Some of these treaties contain very concrete stipu-
lations on how the state should deal with extreme right organizations. For
example, Article 4b of the International Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Racial Discrimination states that all signatories ‘(s)hall
declare illegal and prohibit organizations, and also organized and all other
propaganda activities, which promote and incite racial discrimination, and
shall recognize participation in such organizations or activities as an
offence punishable by law’.

Since the introduction of the International Convention, the UN’s Com-
mittee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) has been mon-
itoring and reviewing actions by signatory states to fulfill their obligations
under the International Convention. During that period, it has criticized
countries as diverse as Australia and Norway for not living up to their
commitments. In its 2002 report, for example, it called upon Denmark ‘to
take decisive steps to prohibit [neo-Nazi] organizations in accordance with
article 4 (b) of the Convention’ (CERD 2002). The Committee’s critique
has led to heated debates in the countries concerned, but also to the intro-
duction of many new anti-discrimination policies (Van Donselaar 1995;
Bolsius 1994). In Belgium, for example, CERD pressure was an important
factor in the introduction of financial sanctions for racist political parties
and organizations.

204 Cas Mudde



In more recent times, the European Union has become a major actor in
the domestic politics of its member states (and those who want to join).
Particularly with the adoption of the Copenhagen criteria, or the acquis
communautaire, extremist behavior has become a specific concern of the
EU. The most remarkable example of this, even though it was not an offi-
cial EU action, were the sanctions imposed by the ‘EU 14’ against Austria
(Merlingen et al. 2001). Although they were not able to prevent the inclu-
sion of the FPÖ into the Austrian government, their pressure did have a
moderating effect on the party’s ministers and even a dividing effect on the
party itself. Haider resigned as party leader under the pressure of the EU
14, was succeeded by what he thought was his trustee, Riess-Passer, who
then increasingly turned away from Haider and closer to the EU 14.

Finally, there can be an international economic dimension. This has
been argued most forcefully with regard to some of the repressive meas-
ures against the extreme right that the German government issued after the
racist attacks in 1991–3 – and later, although less comprehensive, after the
CDU’s infamous ‘Kinder statt Inder’ (children instead of Indians) debate in
reaction to the government plan to provide green cards to IT specialists
(who would come mainly from India). According to Hans-Gerd Jaschke
(2000, p. 29), the German state has at times used its possibilities to fight
right-wing extremism ‘to reestablish the reputation of the investment loca-
tion of Germany, which had been ruined by political wrong decisions.’

Extreme right parties and violence

Finally, one of the most relevant and hotly debated topics with regard to
the issue of ‘democratic defence’ is the relationship between extreme right
parties7 and extreme right or racist violence (Van Donselaar and Wolff
1996). Whereas state repression on the basis of an extreme right or racist
ideology is often a controversial issue (e.g. Fennema 2000), there is a
broad consensus in democratic societies that violence should be dealt with
severely. Therefore, the question whether extreme right parties are
involved in violence has both academic and practical significance.

According to many of the opponents of the extreme right the relation-
ship is clear-cut: extreme right parties are both directly and indirectly
responsible for racist violence. In Germany, anti-fascist magazines like
Blick nach Rechts and Der Rechte Rand publish article after article about
members of extreme right parties who are allegedly involved in racist viol-
ence or in violent neo-Nazi groups. In Great Britain, Searchlight magazine
has published many articles on the alleged overlap between the member-
ship of the BNP and the neo-Nazi paramilitary group Combat 18 (see also
Chapter 3).

Not only anti-fascists claim the existence of a strong relationship
between extreme right parties and violence: journalists and (at times
prominent) politicians do as well. While Tony Blair was careful not to
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name the BNP when commenting on the ‘race riots’ in Northern England
of 2001, instead blaming ‘white extremists’ (Guardian 31 May 2001),
various local politicians and prominents did (Eatwell in Chapter 3; Mudde
2002b). For example, the Labour MP for Clwyd South, Martin Jones,
called the riots ‘a direct result of agitation by the BNP and other right-
wing groups’ (BBC 2001).

In the few cases that extreme right parties were banned, e.g. the NPD
and CP’86, the direct involvement of party members in violence was
always looming in the background, although it was hardly used as an
argument in the actual court cases. Similarly, the recent application of the
German parliament to the Federal Constitutional Court to ban the NPD
does not explicitly mention the party’s alleged violent track record. Still,
the main reason for the federal government to ask for a ban of the NPD
was its ‘active, aggressive basic attitude’ to the free democratic basic order
in Germany (Lovens 2001, p. 565).8

Despite all these strong statements, and the clear practical implications,
very little academic research exists on this fundamental relationship
between extreme right parties and extreme right or racist violence. It is a
known fact that members of extreme right parties have at times been
involved in racist violence. One of the (four) culprits of the firebombing of
a house in the German town of Solingen in 1993, in which five Turkish
women and girls were killed, was a member of the DVU. Baruch Gold-
stein, who massacred 29 Palestinians in 1994, was a member of the Kach
party (Pedahzur in Chapter 5, Sprinzak 2001). And Maxime Brunerie, the
young man who attempted to assassinate French president Chirac in 2002,
had been a candidate in local elections for the National Republican Move-
ment of Bruno Mégret.

However, this all does not necessarily prove that the parties as
such were involved in the violence. First of all, in none of these cases is
there proof that the party leadership knew about the planned activities,
let alone that they would have instructed their members to carry out
these violent acts. Second, none of the perpetrators was a prominent
party member, who could be seen as representative of the party as a
whole. Third, in almost all cases the party in question distanced itself from
the violence and the perpetrators, who were generally expelled from the
party.

However, in addition to the direct relationship between extreme right
parties and violence, there might also be an indirect relationship. In differ-
ent countries a wide variety of actors have claimed that a strong extreme
right party creates a ‘racist atmosphere’ that stimulates racist violence.9

This was argued, for example, in the case of Franz Fuchs, who, under the
name of the fictitious Bavarian Liberation Army, carried out a murderous
racist bombing campaign in Austria between 1993 and 1996 (e.g.
Scharsach and Kuch 2000). Some initial research seems to indicate that a
relationship does exist between the discourse of the public debate and the
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level of extreme right violence, but that it is far more complex than is
generally suggested (Koopmans and Olzog 2002).

In one of the few comparative studies of racist violence, Ruud Koop-
mans has found an inverse relationship between the level of electoral
success of extreme right parties and the level of racist violence in a
country. From this correlation, he concluded: ‘In general, strong extreme
right parties serve to limit the potential for extreme right and racist viol-
ence’ (Koopmans 1996, p. 211). Alhough definitely a plausible conclusion,
there are too many weaknesses in his study to take this conclusion at face
value. Most notably, as Koopmans himself acknowledges, the data on
racist violence are very country-specific and are therefore badly suited for
strict cross-national comparisons. There might also be some intervening
variables, such as the political culture of a country, or the fact that people
might be less willing to declare a crime to be racist or extreme right in
countries were extreme right parties are very successful. That said, so far
Koopmans’ study is the best available, and until we have been able to
replicate it on the basis of a better data set, we should take his conclusion
at least as a good starting point for further research.

In the debate about party bans, another relationship between extreme
right parties and violence is also claimed. The argument goes that extreme
right parties should not be banned because then some of its members will
go ‘underground’ and get involved in extreme right violence (or even ter-
rorism). This argument is very hard to substantiate, if only because ‘the
underground’ is by definition difficult to study. However, as far as we can
see, the bans of the NPD and CP’86 have not led to the development of a
terrorist ‘underground’.10 Indeed, in the case of the NPD a terrorist under-
ground existed at the same time as the political party.

Extreme right party leaders like to claim that if they are allowed to
function normally, they will be able to re-integrate these potentially violent
members into ‘democratic politics’. A fairly suspicious statement, but
nevertheless worth serious consideration, as it could be of great import-
ance to the ways democracies should respond to some extremist chal-
lenges. There are indeed examples of former terrorists who have
transformed themselves into more or less democratic politicians – although
often only after having served an extensive prison sentence, and mostly
from the extreme left rather than the right.

What should be clear is that the relationship between extreme right
parties and violence, either direct or indirect, is too important to be
ignored by academia. So far, there are only a few studies available, and
then mostly on perpetrators of extreme right and racist violence – of
whom only a minority is in any way linked to an extreme right party (see
Wahl 2001; Willems 2002). Other studies have simply claimed that
extreme right parties create a ‘climate of hate’ without ever proving how
this has influenced people to commit extreme right and racist attacks.
Obviously, this is also a potential academic minefield, as it deals with the
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complex issue of (indirect) influence. However, this should not keep us
from trying to study it, as good or bad as it goes. After all, everything is
better than simple prejudice.

Conclusions

Despite the huge academic interest in extreme right politics, still very little is
known about the various ways in which democracies and the extreme right
interact with each other. Recently, some young researchers, most of them
included in this volume, have ventured into this terra incognita, producing
important and interesting first conclusions (e.g. Michael 2003; Pedahzur
2002; Capoccia 2001). We believe that they and the other contributors to
this volume have raised some pertinent questions, and even answered some
in this volume. Moreover, we hope that this book will stimulate more wide-
spread academic interest in this important and rich field of study.

The developments since September 11 have made the ‘democratic
dilemma’, or the ‘liberty–security balance’ (Taylor 2003, p. 26), even more
relevant. Even though, for the moment at least, ‘Islamic fundamentalism’
has taken over the position of ‘public enemy number one’ from the
extreme right, the ongoing debate on how democracies should defend
themselves has, and will have, profound effects on the relationships
between democracies and the extreme right. Therefore, scholars of extrem-
ism and democracy should become more involved in studying, and perhaps
even solving, the dilemma that has been summarized in a succinct and
simple way by Hans-Gerd Jaschke (2000, p. 22): ‘Too much state is dan-
gerous, too little as well.’

Notes
1 Although in recent months there has been some opposition against the cordon

sanitaire, most notably from two new political parties: the small moderate
nationalist New Flemish Alliance and the new liberal break-away Liberal
Appeal of Ward Beysen.

2 Although in recent years the German state (and Länder) has become far less
willing to protect meetings and demonstrations of extreme right organizations,
including parties like the DVU and REP (Jaschke 2000).

3 Similar concerns have been raised about a spiral of violence that has developed
as a consequence of conflicts between often local gangs of ‘white’ and ‘foreign’
youths (e.g. Virtanen n.d.; Bjørgo 1997).

4 Obviously, this does not refer to the List Pim Fortuyn, which is not an extreme
right party, as is so often wrongly asserted, but rather an odd mix of neo-
liberal populism (see Mudde 2002a).

5 Earlier, in 1997, the Spanish state had already imprisoned the leaders of the
predecessor of Batasuna, Herri Batasuna (People’s Party), for ‘condoning ter-
rorism’ (Holmes 2001, p. 210).

6 This could also be seen from the great emphasis that was put on local experi-
ences and studies at the Stockholm International Forum Combating Intoler-
ance, Stockholm, 29–30 January 2001.
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7 I refer here only to serious extreme right parties, i.e. organizations that strive
for parliamentary influence through contesting elections, and not the many
groups that are called ‘party’ but that hardly act as such (e.g. the Free German
Workers’ Party).

8 The Federal government (Bundesregierung), the Federal Council (Bundesrat),
and the Federal Parliament (Bundestag) all submitted their own application to
ban the NPD to the Federal Constitutional Court in Karlsruhe (see Lovens
2001).

9 Incidentally, the accusation of creating a ‘racist climate’ has not only been
made against extreme right politicians. For example, in Britain, both Liberal
Democrats and Labour backbenchers have accused then Tory leader, William
Hague, of playing ‘the race card’ and directly linked this to the alleged rise in
racist crime in the country (e.g. The Independent 12 January 2001; Guardian
31 May 2001).

10 In the case of bans of militant although still non-violent non-party political
organizations, the danger might be more realistic, however. According to Armin
Pfahl-Traughber (1997, p. 169), there is no concrete evidence for the thesis that
the various bans by the Minister of Interior in the 1990s have led to the devel-
opment of right-wing terrorist structures, but there are some ‘indications’.
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