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The surge of support for Authoritarian- Populist parties in contempo-
rary elections has mobilized a resistance concerned about its potential 
consequences for liberal democracy. It is not just Trump: Authoritarian- 
Populist parties have won legislative and presidential contests in many 
places, and advanced into ministerial office in Austria, Switzerland, 
New Zealand, Norway, Finland, the Czech Republic, Italy, and Poland.1 
Elsewhere, European parties within this family group have often seen 
upswings in support even if they have not won office. Since the 1980s, 
the vote for Authoritarian- Populist parties in Europe has risen to the 
highest level recorded since World War II. In the first round of the June 
2017 French presidential elections, the anti- immigrant and Eurosceptic 
National Front’s Marine Le Pen defeated both the Socialist Party on the 
center- left and the Republicans on the center- right. A few months later, in 
September, the xenophobic, and racist Alternative for Germany won 94 
seats, the first time such a party had gained entry into the Bundestag since 
1948. A month later, the Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ) came second 
in national elections, becoming junior partners in the OVP government.  
The populist tide did not always advance. Thus, UKIP rose in 2015 
only to fall back into disarray after Brexit. Authoritarian Populism sup-
port ebbs and flows. Yet even where parties have had limited electoral  
success in winning office, their ideas can still influence the policy agenda 
for the center- right such as the Austrian People’s Party and the UK 
Conservatives. And Trump’s election has emboldened authoritarian lead-
ers around the world.

How can we account for this development?
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444 The Authoritarian- Populist Challenge

This chapter recapitulates our core theory, summarizes how far it is 
supported by the evidence, and considers the broader lessons for the 
resistance seeking to counter authoritarian populism.

I The theoretical argument

We will start by summarizing our theoretical argument.
Populist rhetoric holds that legitimate power rests with the ordinary 

people not the mainstream parties, the news media, and elected repre-
sentatives. But in practice, this façade allows authoritarian leaders to step 
into the power vacuum, claiming legitimacy as the voice of the real peo-
ple. Populist rejection of established elites can be linked with libertarian 
attitudes and progressive policies, but, more often, the discourse is cou-
pled with authoritarian values emphasizing security, conformity, and loy-
alty toward tribal leaders at the expense of individual freedom. This mix 
corrodes faith in pluralism, openness, and the safeguards of individual 
liberty such as freedom of speech, the rule of law, an independent judici-
ary, and checks on the abuse of executive power. It fails to recognize the 
importance of protecting minority rights, the virtues of deliberation and 
consensus- building, and the importance of transparency, accountability, 
and the clear separation between personal and political interests. The 
state is seen as an instrument at the service of the leader. Authoritarian 
populists attach little importance to the rules- based international world 
order and the role of multilateral cooperation to strengthen human devel-
opment. Regimes based on authoritarian cultures maintain control by 
restricting individual rights, silencing the free press, limiting opposition, 
and strengthening the army and police.

Authoritarian cultures are based on two premises:
First, authoritarians draw a sharp distinction between ‘Us’ and ‘Them.’ 

The in- group is an imagined community based on the belief that it has 
shared values and attitudes and a common social identity that can be 
based on nationality, race, religion, language, socio- economic status, par-
tisanship, location, sex, or gender. Whatever the basis of group member-
ship, it is sharply divided from other tribes.

Second, group security is seen to be under threat. The authoritarian cul-
ture depicts a dog-eat-dog world where it is vital to be on guard. In this 
view, suckers and losers trust in fair- dealing, the loyalty of allies, and objec-
tive truth. Outsiders and politicians cannot be trusted; they are out to swin-
dle you and lies are everywhere. In a zero- sum game, their gain is our loss. 
Authoritarians know that in this world, the only protection is strength.
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Given these assumptions, the authoritarian culture is a rational response 
to perceived tribal threats. If life is insecure, the community needs to close 
ranks behind strong leaders, with in- group solidarity, rejection of out-
siders, and conformity to group norms. This orientation is linked with 
xenophobic nationalism, racism, misogyny, homophobia, conventional-
ism, loyalty to the group, and obedience to its leaders. Although often 
described as ‘right- wing,’ in fact authoritarian intolerance cuts across 
the conventional economic- based left–right dimension. Although rac-
ism, nationalism and ethnocentrism tend to be dismissed by liberals and 
educated elites as irrational and deplorable feelings, if one perceives the 
world as a dangerous place, if elected representatives are failing to defend 
us, the authoritarian reflex seems to be a rational response to protecting 
the tribe, even at the expense of individual freedom.

The notion that the authoritarianism is fed by perceptions of threat 
has always been central to the concept. But what fears trigger the author-
itarian reflex? There is surprisingly little consensus.2 It could be stimu-
lated by material and physical insecurities, such as poverty, crime, or war. 
But it could also be linked with cultural anxieties, such as the perceived 
threat to the once- predominant groups from growing ethnic diversity, 
rapid value change, and the loss of status, privilege, and power. Or a mix 
of material and cultural factors could be at work. The book has analyzed 
a large body of empirical evidence to understand the impact of different 
types of threats on authoritarian and populist values and, in turn, how 
these values lead to support for Authoritarian- Populist parties.

Our theoretical argument is based on the following building blocks, 
illustrated in Figure 13.1.

1) Social Structural Change in Post- Industrial Societies

Our account starts with long- term transformations in the social structure 
of post- industrial societies arising from processes of economic growth, 
demographic turnover, the expansion of access to higher education, more 
egalitarian roles of women and men, and the growing ethnic diversity 
of large cities combined with processes of urbanization. These processes 
interact to reinforce the direction of change, with younger generations 
leaving rural communities to study and then to live and work in eth-
nically diverse urban and suburban conurbations. The net effect has 
been to depopulate rural and older industrialized communities, leaving 
behind disproportionately white, older, less educated, and working- class 
communities.
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446 The Authoritarian- Populist Challenge

2) The Silent Revolution in Cultural Values

The book emphasizes the consequences of the silent revolution’s inter-
generational value shift, with cultures gradually evolving from socially 
conservative to socially liberal and post- material values. As Chapter 4 
shows, a large body of evidence illustrates this development. In econom-
ically and physically secure high- income societies – although not most of 
the developing world – traditional moral beliefs about sex, marriage, and 
the family have eroded in recent decades, with growing public acceptance 
of lesbian and gay relations and more fluid identities based on gender and 
sexuality.3 Younger people have been at the forefront in growing recogni-
tion of gay rights.4 Increasingly secure societies have become increasingly 

6. Authoritarian-populist parties, leaders, and regimes

5. Votes to seats: electoral rules & party competition 

4. Period effects from economic conditions & immigration �ows

3. Tipping point, cultural backlash, & authoritarian re�ex

2. Silent revolution in socially-liberal and post-materialist values

1. Social structural change through growing af�uence, demographic turnover, 
the expansion of college education, changing sex roles, growing ethnic 

diversity, and urbanization

Figure 13.1. The sequence of steps in the cultural backlash theory
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secular – with the fading of religious identities, everyday practices like 
prayer and attending religious services, and feelings about the central 
importance of religion in people’s lives.5 Secularization has undercut the 
authority of church authorities, moral beliefs, and faith- based teachings 
concerning the importance of the conventional two- parent family, the 
strict division of sex roles, and policies restricting contraception, abor-
tion, and divorce. These value shifts have been associated with major 
changes in social lifestyles and the public policy agenda in many Western 
societies, exemplified by laws establishing LGBTQ rights and same- sex 
marriage, preventing sexual harassment in the workplace and domestic 
violence at home, and implementing gender quotas for elected office.6

Complex shifts have also been observed in feelings of identity with 
the nation, policies protecting native- born populations against immi-
grants, and racial prejudice. A sense of belonging to the nation- state has 
traditionally been expressed through deep- rooted feelings of pride and 
patriotism, willingness to fight for one’s country, and support for closed 
borders as security against foreign threats. Acceptance of these norms has 
been challenged in contemporary societies by globalization, international 
communication technologies, migrant population flows accelerating the 
spread of multicultural lifestyles and multiethnic communities, and the 
growth of transnational networks around the world.7 Successive waves 
of immigration have transformed once- homogeneous European popula-
tions through an influx of foreign laborers, family reunifications, refu-
gees, and asylum seekers.8

A substantial body of evidence demonstrates the trajectory of cultural 
evolution.9 Today the balance of public opinion has moved in a more 
socially liberal direction on these issues, with fewer located in the mid-
dle. This is not merely an American phenomenon; the direction of value 
change is clear and consistent across multiple cultural issues and across 
many developed societies. Thus, the British Social Attitudes survey has 
tracked the expansion of steadily more socially liberal attitudes since the 
early 1980s on a range of personal and political issues, such as attitudes 
toward sex before marriage, same- sex relationships, abortion, and por-
nography, and the impact of immigration on the country – although with 
growing Euroscepticism.10 These issues divide young and old, the college 
educated and the school leavers, the urban metropolis and rural com-
munities, affluent professionals and the working- class. And parties and 
partisans. In America, for example, well before Trump entered the White 
House, Pew Center surveys over the last quarter century show widening 
party polarization dividing Democrats and Republicans in the electorate 
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448 The Authoritarian- Populist Challenge

on social and lifestyle issues concerning abortion, race and immigration, 
homosexuality, the use of military force, gun control, and the role of 
government.11 The moderate middle has disintegrated; in 1994, along the 
liberal vs. conservative spectrum on these values, most Americans were at 
the center. At the elite level, ‘big tent’ parties in America used to include a 
mixture of diverse viewpoints: in the Democratic Party under Truman, a 
coalition of New York liberal elites, Chicago meat- packers, and Alabama 
traditionalists, and similarly in the GOP under Reagan, Texas oil execu-
tives, Iowa farmers, and Christian Right fundamentalists. Under Nixon, 
the Republican Party of Lincoln favored civil rights and reproductive 
rights. Well before the election of Trump, however, members of Congress 
had become sorted into cohesive and deeply opposing camps without the 
capacity to compromise on many issues.12

The silent revolution gave rise to long- term generational shifts in which 
younger birth cohorts and the more- educated became consistently less 
nationalistic and socially conservative than the older and less educated 
groups.13 For example, data from the World Values Survey found that cos-
mopolitan orientations, such as a sense of belonging ‘to the world as a 
whole,’ were strongest among the young.14 Similar findings are reported 
in survey- based cross- sectional studies of national identities, national 
pride, and support for the agencies of multilateral governance in Britain, 
Australia, and Sweden.15 Analysis of Islamophobia in the US and in Europe 
finds that negative views of Muslims are far more common among older 
people, and among the less educated and lower socio- economic sectors.16 
If these age- differences reflect generational differences rather than life- cycle 
effects (as the evidence indicates), then a gradual transformation of world-
views will tend to emerge over successive decades, as older generations 
with anti- immigrant and anti- Muslim prejudices are replaced by younger 
birth cohorts holding more cosmopolitan and tolerant attitudes.17 In post- 
industrial societies, younger, more- educated people have generally shown 
relatively trusting attitudes toward outsiders (people of other nationalities 
or religions), positive views of multicultural diversity, disavowal of racial 
prejudice, and support for minority rights.18 These attitudes may interact 
with urbanization; studies suggest that ethnic prejudice provides cogni-
tive shortcuts that can be reduced by intergroup contact and familiarity.19 
Millennials are more likely than their parents and grandparents to live in 
ethnically diverse cities and conurbations, than in rural areas and small 
towns inhabited predominately by older, ethnically homogeneous residents.

Generational change has also transformed conventional forms of 
political mobilization and political activism. Millennials are engaged in 
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politics  – but they generally vote at far lower rates than the Interwar 
generation. Almost two decades ago, the rise of ‘critical citizens’ was  
documented, showing that many people endorsed democratic ideals but 
they were deeply disenchanted with the performance of representative 
institutions.20 These patterns have persisted  – providing opportunities 
for populists to turn rightful skepticism about liberal democracy into a 
deeper cynicism about ‘the establishment.’

3) Tipping Points and the Authoritarian Reflex

We theorize that the silent revolution eventually produced a major cul-
tural backlash. The first stage of the silent revolution, during the post- war 
decades, transformed the cultures of post- industrial societies. It eroded 
support for socially conservative and materialist values, bringing a grad-
ual rise of socially liberal and post- materialist values that give top prior-
ity to individual free choice and self- expression. This long- term evolution 
has shifted the balance of public opinion in high- income countries. The 
moral beliefs, values, and social norms that used to be mainstream in 
affluent nations during the mid- twentieth century are endorsed today by 
shrinking segments of the population.

The post- war era saw a broad consensus emerge about the values of 
democratic decision- making and the goals of building prosperity, expand-
ing the welfare safety net and opportunities for the less well- off, and 
developing international cooperation and peace. The central debates in 
the policy agenda, dividing the electorate and mainstream political par-
ties on both left and right, centered on the role of markets versus states in 
redistributive and regulatory policies designed to achieve these common 
goals. The rise of post- material values brought increased tensions that 
deeply divide social liberals and social conservatives over identity poli-
tics, religiosity versus secularism, sexuality and gender, the role of fam-
ily and marriage, support for LGBTQ rights, environmental protection, 
and nationalism versus cosmopolitanism. The new cultural cleavages are 
reflected in the heated debate over these issues, on which it is relatively 
difficult to compromise.

Moreover, the rising numbers of those holding socially liberal values 
have triggered a counter- reaction as cultural change eventually reached 
a tipping point. The proportion of social conservatives has gradually 
shrunken to become a new cultural minority. Traditional values remain 
most widespread among the older generation, less- educated white men, 
and people living in rural communities  – all declining sectors of the 
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population. This has produced a feeling among social conservatives that 
they have become strangers in their own country, holding views that are 
no longer respected by educated elites – or tolerated by society as a whole.

Culture wars between socially liberal and socially conservative values 
have become highly polarized. Social conservatism per se does not generate 
tensions. The crucial point is whether socially conservative values are com-
bined with authoritarian predispositions emphasizing: (1) the importance of 
conformity with social conventions and established traditions; (2) the need 
for security to protect against risks threatening the group; and (3) the value 
of loyalty and deference to group leaders.21 This orientation is not necessar-
ily ‘right- wing’ – intolerance of ‘out- groups’ exists on the left as well. But it is 
most compatible with socially conservative attitudes, because authoritarian 
values are closely linked with emphasis on social order, tradition, and sta-
bility. Thus, the rise of socially liberal and post- materialist values threatens 
authoritarians and those losing status and respect from the silent revolution.

Groups can react to long- term cultural changes in society in several 
ways. The ‘spiral of silence’ thesis advanced by Noelle- Neuman argues 
that people are unlikely to express dissent if they feel that their views 
are out of step with the majority – they want to avoid social isolation or 
sanctions.22 Another option is adaptation, as groups gradually come to 
accept societal shifts during their lifetimes, like growing acceptance of 
homosexuality or the decline of religious values and churchgoing prac-
tices in Europe.23 A third way to cope with dissonance is to retreat into 
social bubbles of like- minded people, facilitated by social media and the 
partisan press, helping to avoid the risks of social conflict.24

But another alternative is that as the formerly predominant majority 
becomes a steadily shrinking share of the population, a tipping point 
triggers an authoritarian reflex, mobilizing socially conservative groups 
who feel that their core values are no longer widely respected. They 
react against condescending cosmopolitan elites dominating the popular 
media, the professional political classes, and the literary, legal, academic, 
and scientific establishment. And they feel displaced by growing social 
diversity linked with the influx of out- groups with different nationali-
ties, languages, lifestyles, traditions, and religions. Older members of the 
major ethnic group feel out of step with cultural changes, moving the 
more educated younger generation toward more socially liberal values. 
The authoritarian reflex seeks to defend the tribe against outside threats, 
seeking collective support from a community of like- minded social  
conservatives, endorsing leaders defending tribal values.
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4) Economic Conditions and Immigration

Recent decades have seen a growing influx of people with different reli-
gions, languages, and customs into Western societies  – reinforcing the 
tendency for people to feel that their basic values are threatened by rapid 
cultural change. Media coverage of terrorist attacks (often by people of a 
different ethnic group) further strengthens the authoritarian reflex.

Period effects are also evident in cultural reactions to given events; 
for example Euro- barometer surveys show that the public’s identification 
with Europe has fluctuated over time, rising and falling in response to 
such developments as the Maastricht Treaty and the launch of the euro, 
and responding to economic downturns and the 2008 refugee crisis.25 
Economic and political integration has not necessarily strengthened feel-
ings of European identity and community, even in long- standing mem-
ber states.26 The revival of Euroscepticism reflected in the Brexit decision 
to leave the European Union, and popular demands for secession in 
Scotland and Catalonia, indicate that nationalism remains a potent force 
in contemporary politics.

Confidence in government also fluctuates across countries and over 
time, reflecting factors such as the performance of European governments 
and major economic events like the 2008 financial crisis. There are ups 
and downs but the long- term trend across many Western societies since 
the 1960s and 1970s has been to weaken public trust and confidence in 
representative institutions – parliaments, elections, news media, and polit-
ical parties – undermining partisan loyalties, eroding voting turnout, and 
encouraging a shift toward direct involvement through mass demonstra-
tions, referenda, and net activism.27

5) Values to Votes and Seats

Support for authoritarian and populist values are only translated into 
votes and seats for political parties through the rules of the game, espe-
cially the electoral system, and patterns of party competition. In this 
regard, the electoral fortunes of authoritarian parties differ across socie-
ties and across contests within each country, depending upon the electoral 
system and the thresholds which parties have to surmount. It is easier 
for minor parties to break through into the legislature, and to become 
part of governing coalitions, in elections using Party List Proportional 
Representation with large district magnitudes and low vote threshold 
requirements.
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6) Authoritarian Cultures, Leaders, and Regimes

When Authoritarian- Populist leaders and parties rise to power, it poses 
risks for liberal democracy institutions, and for the political culture that 
supports democracy. Authoritarian leaders delegitimize the checks and 
balances on the power of the executive. They claim that elections are 
rigged, politicians are corrupt, and interest groups are hijacking democ-
racy. Strongman leaders claim to empower ordinary people as a smoke-
screen behind which they demand loyal obedience and are intolerant of 
dissent (‘I demand absolute loyalty to my leadership ... anything else is 
betrayal’).28 And they heighten divisions by seeking to impose socially 
conservative policies even if these are rejected by the majority of soci-
ety. The populist claim to empower ordinary people is hollow since con-
temporary societies lack mechanisms allowing the regular expression 
of public preferences on important issues. Blunt instruments for mass 
decision- making exist, such as opinion polls and referenda, but in the 
absence of genuine opportunities for the expression of public voice, pop-
ulist leaders step into the void by claiming that they alone reflect the voice 
of the ordinary people, fighting to protect the group against corrupt inter-
ests, a rigged system, and the deep state. Power is exercised by leaders and 
their acolytes claiming to act on behalf of ‘Us’ versus ‘Them.’ Leadership 
communication is usually top- down – mass rallies, TV studio interviews, 
Twitter feeds – not interactive opportunities for grassroots participation. 
And authoritarian leaders seek to strengthen their powers and suppress 
dissent.

Authoritarian populists dismantle tolerance of the opposition and con-
straints on leaders, but they do so in the name of restoring power to the  
‘real people.’ This was encapsulated in Trump’s inauguration speech: ‘For 
too long, a small group in our nation’s Capital has reaped the rewards 
of government while the people have borne the cost. Washington flour-
ished – but the people did not share in its wealth. Politicians prospered – 
but the jobs left, and the factories closed. The establishment protected 
itself, but not the citizens of our country. Their victories have not been 
your victories; their triumphs have not been your triumphs; and while 
they celebrated in our nation’s Capital, there was little to celebrate for 
struggling families all across our land. That all changes – starting right 
here, and right now, because this moment is your moment: it belongs to 
you.’29

This rhetoric is a false façade, however, which can empower illib-
eral forces, especially when authoritarian leaders suppress opposition 
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in the name of the authentic concerns of ‘ordinary’ people. Long- 
established democratic institutions in Western democracies are resil-
ient but not immune to these challenges. In hybrid regimes, however, 
such as Turkey, Hungary, Venezuela, and the Philippines, this culture 
corrodes liberal democratic institutions and facilitates the slide into 
full- blown authoritarian regimes with strong leaders who are intol-
erant of opposition. This may prove a passing phase that changes 
with the downfall of particular strongmen. But where the authori-
tarian culture takes root and people lose faith in democracy, where 
extreme polarization becomes deeply embedded in party politics, and 
where executive powers become institutionalized through constitu-
tional changes, then authoritarianism becomes the only game in town. 
Authoritarian regimes reflect the institutionalization of these forms of 
power over successive leaders.

II Evidence and key findings

The cultural backlash theory argues that a new cleavage has emerged 
in both party competition and in the electorate in many Western socie-
ties. Rapid cultural change, immigration, and economic conditions have 
triggered an authoritarian reflex among those that feel most threatened 
by these changes – emphasizing the importance of maintaining collec-
tive security by enforcing conformity with traditional mores, a united 
front against outsiders, and loyalty to strong leaders. This orientation 
is reinforced by anti- establishment populist rhetoric attacking ‘Them’ 
and reasserting the legitimate voice of ‘Us’ through claiming ‘power to 
the people.’

What Drives Support for Authoritarian and Populist Values?

Many parts of this theory are supported by evidence from multiple sources 
of data. But the story continues to unfold and the outcome is unknown. 
After laying out the conceptual framework and theory, Chapter 4 exam-
ined a large body of survey data demonstrating long- term trends in 
social value change across diverse societies. The results confirmed several 
important findings.

First, updating previous research, the evidence demonstrated that the 
silent revolution continues to transform Western societies on a wide range 
of social issues, including those involving sexuality and gender, religion 
and faith, race and ethnicity, and national versus cosmopolitan identities. 
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Far from a conservative revival, or slow- down in progressive change, the 
survey data demonstrate that the long- term trajectory of cultural evolu-
tion has continued to move Western societies in a more socially liberal 
direction over successive decades.

Moreover, these underlying value shifts are unlikely to reverse in the 
near future because they are driven by long- term and enduring changes 
in social structures common across Western societies. The evidence con-
firms that the ‘silent revolution’ during the second half of the twentieth 
century was closely associated with processes of intergenerational value 
change, as the Interwar and Baby Boomer generations are gradually 
replaced by Generation X and Millennials. This demographic process is 
reinforced by the expansion of university education in knowledge soci-
eties, generating more acceptance of multicultural diversity, by growing 
gender equality as women have entered the paid workforce and pub-
lic sphere, and by urbanization as younger professionals have deserted 
rural areas to live in metropolitan cities. The tectonic plates of culture 
have shifted.

The silent revolution has catalyzed a major cultural backlash. Socially 
conservative and authoritarian values are strongest among the Interwar 
Generation (born 1900–1945) and Baby Boomers (born 1946–1964), a 
steadily shrinking sector of the general population due to demographic 
turnover. Social conservatives tend to respond to these trends with grow-
ing feelings of resentment at the erosion of respect for their core beliefs – 
catalyzing the authoritarian reflex. This generates resentment directed 
both upwards toward elites who are no longer seen to share these values, 
and downwards toward out- groups of lower status, opening the way for 
populist authoritarian parties.

Many accounts see authoritarian populism as a consequence of eco-
nomic globalization, viewing rising support for these parties as largely 
the product of stagnant and declining real incomes, growing inequality, 
and loss of faith that mainstream parties have the capacity or the will to 
respond to these concerns. Chapter 5 scrutinized the available European 
evidence concerning these claims. The results demonstrated that support 
for authoritarian values and populist attitudes were indeed concentrated 
among the ‘losers’ from processes of economic globalization, the man-
ual workers, and low- income families, on many indicators. In particular, 
authoritarian and populist values are consistently stronger among less 
prosperous people, who are most likely to feel a sense of economic inse-
curity. The key exceptions – and they are important – that this pattern 
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was not found among those who have experienced long- term unemploy-
ment and dependency on state benefits.

Similar relationships can be observed when we examine support for 
post- materialism. The longitudinal analysis of support for values in six 
West European countries from 1970 to 2008 demonstrates the existence 
of distinct birth cohort effects, with the youngest birth cohort being con-
sistently the most post- materialist, while the oldest cohort is consistently 
the most materialist. But it is also clear that period- effects exist, with all 
birth cohorts shifting toward materialist values when there are economic 
downturns, and moving back toward post- materialist values with eco-
nomic recovery.

The macro- level evidence also provided strong confirmation that pop-
ulist attitudes were strongly linked with economic conditions within given 
regions of European countries. People are most mistrustful of mainstream 
political parties, parliaments, and politicians in poorer regions that have 
suffered from declining populations – providing a natural constituency 
for populist appeals. The effects of social deprivation were less consistent 
and weaker as predictors of authoritarian values. But it remains unclear 
whether these findings reflect economic or cultural grievances among the 
‘left behinds.’ These places have suffered economically, but they are also 
disproportionately rural areas with older white residents, where younger 
people have left for educational and employment opportunities in met-
ropolitan cities.

To what extent have other major changes also contributed to this 
backlash  – particularly the influx of people with diverse nationalities, 
religions, languages, customs, and ethnic backgrounds into Western soci-
eties? These developments could lead more socially conservative people 
to feel that their basic values are threatened by rapid cultural change – 
reinforced by growing ethnic diversity and the specter of Islamic ter-
rorism. Chapter 6 examined a range of evidence. It confirms extensive 
previous research linking anti- immigration attitudes with authoritarian 
values. Authoritarianism is about protecting ‘Us’ from ‘Them’  – those 
who transgress community norms. Immigrants who differ from the 
native population in the color of their skin or their religion, lifestyle, or 
language tend to be perceived as dangerous – especially by those with 
little direct personal contact with ethnic minorities. Moreover, cultural 
threats associated with immigration are found to be more closely linked 
with authoritarian and populist values than instrumental concerns about 
protecting economic interests.
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Cultural grievances are particularly strong among the older gener-
ation of white social conservatives, the people most likely to feel dis-
oriented by the rapid transformation of their societies. The evidence 
suggests that rapidly growing racial and ethnic diversity, not immi-
gration per se, is most closely associated with authoritarian values. 
Finally, even after controlling for attitudes toward immigrants and 
economic conditions, generation remains the most important predic-
tor of authoritarian values. Long- term intergenerational population 
replacement is transforming the predominant values of European soci-
eties, and it is accelerated by immigration. But the reaction to rapidly 
growing ethnic diversity by social conservatives who feel threatened 
by these developments leads to support for Authoritarian- Populist 
parties.

From Values to Votes

How values are translated into votes, however, is complex. The anti- 
immigrant backlash provides opportunities for Authoritarian- Populist 
parties to gain support by advocating hardline nationalist policies. They 
can exploit issues such as immigration, particularly where mainstream 
politicians share a liberal consensus that deters them from following suit. 
But if mainstream parties react by adopting more restrictive immigra-
tion policies and nationalistic language, stealing their rival’s clothes while 
simultaneously ostracizing Authoritarian- Populist parties, the latter may 
find themselves squeezed out.30

To analyze these issues we need to identify and classify parties on 
a consistent basis. Chapter 7 described how party positions are meas-
ured in this study and mapped on a multidimensional issue space. 
We used the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) to create indices of 
left–right, authoritarian–libertarianism, and populism–pluralism. This 
enabled us to identify the positions of 270 political parties on the left–
right and authoritarian–libertarian dimensions, and to what extent 
they adopt Populist discourse. The results suggest that populism is not 
confined to a specific party type, as much of the literature assumes, 
but is a pervasive rhetorical style. Politicians of many political persua-
sions can adopt populist language  – especially challengers and out-
siders – because this is an effective way to tap public disenchantment 
with the performance of mainstream parties and other representative 
institutions.
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The classification developed in this chapter replaced the conventional 
language that labels populist parties as ‘radical right,’ ‘extreme right, and 
‘populist right,’ as conceptually flawed. Instead, we identified the party 
positions of a wide range of European parties on three dimensions. 
The measures capture contemporary patterns of party competition in 
European societies, distinguishing the classic left–right economic cleavage, 
the authoritarian–libertarian cultural cleavage and the populist–pluralist 
dimension that overlays both. On this basis, we identified a sub- category 
of European parties that combines both authoritarianism and populism – 
the combination we regard as most dangerous for undermining liberal 
democracy. Our final list of parties is similar to classifications used in pre-
vious research – but the key difference is that the position of all parties can 
be analyzed using continuous standardized scales for each dimension – 
avoiding potential boundary errors and problems of sample size associ-
ated with dichotomous classifications.

This lays the foundation for analyzing voting support for relatively 
authoritarian and relatively populist parties in Chapter  8. The analysis 
confirms the existence of a substantial generation gap in voting partici-
pation and in party choices. Younger cohorts are far less likely to vote – a 
pattern found consistently across European countries and the US. Earlier 
chapters demonstrated that young people differ sharply from their parents 
and grandparents in their socially liberal, libertarian, and post- materialist 
attitudes. Through population turnover, Millennials and Generation X 
have now become a bare majority of those eligible to vote. But because 
they are much less likely to vote, their preferences are systematically under- 
represented. By contrast, the Interwar and Baby Boom generations are 
a steadily shrinking sector of the general population – but they are sub-
stantially more likely to vote, so their partisan preferences have a stronger 
impact on electoral outcomes. If young and old had similar ideological val-
ues and party choices, then the lower rate of voting by Millennials would 
not matter. But in fact voting for authoritarian parties in high- income soci-
eties is significantly stronger among the older generation. The generational 
gap in Western societies is likely to heighten the salience of the cultural 
cleavage in future politics, regardless of possible improvements in eco-
nomic conditions or any slowdown in globalization. The orthogonal pull 
of cultural politics generates divisions within mainstream parties, allowing 
new opportunities for populist leaders to mobilize electoral support.

But party fortunes are determined not only by popular support in the 
electorate but also by how votes are translated into seats by the electoral 
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system. Chapter  9 examined these issues. Case studies illustrated how 
rules influence the fortunes of Authoritarian- Populist parties in elections 
in Austria and the Netherlands using Proportional Representation elec-
toral systems, France and the UK using Majoritarian- Plurality systems, 
and Germany and Hungary with Mixed systems. The results demon-
strated that the strength or weakness of Authoritarian- Populist parties 
among the electorate cannot be read straightforwardly by knowing 
where they have gained office – or failed to do so. The rules of the game 
determine how popular support at the ballot box translates into parlia-
mentary seats – and how this shapes the process of negotiating governing 
coalitions and allocating Ministerial portfolios. In general, Proportional 
Representation systems with low vote thresholds and high district magni-
tudes, as in the Netherlands, offer opportunities that are more favorable 
for smaller parties. Majoritarian and Plurality systems usually favor larger 
parties, with a systematic winner’s bonus for the party with the largest 
share of the vote. These patterns hold unless there are special conditions, 
such as the role of the Electoral College in awarding the Presidency.

Chapter 10 analyzed the reasons for Trump’s victory in the 2016 US 
presidential election. We argue that it was built on an authoritarian- 
populist faction of the Republican Party that had been growing for many 
years. His strategy to reach the White House exploited cultural wedge 
issues about race, religion, and nation that have divided American party 
politics for decades. Several conclusions can be drawn from the evidence 
presented in this chapter.

Analyzing voting behavior confirmed the existence of a large genera-
tion gap in the American electorate, with the youngest birth cohort being 
least likely to vote for Trump. Other social factors performed as expected: 
as many other studies have reported, votes for Trump came dispropor-
tionately from whites, men, and those without college education, and 
from those who were married and with children living at home. All these 
social characteristics were consistent with the social profile observed in 
support for Authoritarian- Populist parties in Europe.

Secondly, even with these controls, Trump votes were associated with 
authoritarian orientations, and with the popular rule component of 
populism, moral conservatism, and the strength of religiosity. The anti- 
establishment scale of populism did not play a significant role: these atti-
tudes were so broadly shared in the American electorate that Clinton voters 
did not differ from Trump supporters in their distaste for politicians. Once 
cultural values were entered into the model, the generation gap reversed, 
indicating that the birth cohort differences reflect distinctive values.
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Thirdly, when economic measures were included in the analysis, sev-
eral, though not all of them, were significantly related to votes for Trump. 
Those who thought the economy was doing poorly and those who felt 
worse off were more likely to support Trump.

We found support for both the economic grievances theory and the 
cultural backlash theory. They seem to reinforce each other  – but the 
cultural factors clearly played the dominant role in people’s decision to 
vote for Trump or Clinton.

Chapter 11 examined Britain’s closely contested decision to leave the 
European Union. The results point to three key findings.

The cultural backlash thesis suggests that authoritarian and populist 
values among the older generation and less educated sectors have gener-
ated a new cultural cleavage that can be mobilized by populist leaders, 
such as Nigel Farage, and by opportunities to express public preferences, 
such as the Brexit referendum. The empirical evidence in this chapter 
confirms that both authoritarian and populist values were strongly linked 
with voting behavior in the United Kingdom, as hypothesized. These val-
ues predict not only Leave support in the EU referendum, but also the 
votes cast for UKIP in the 2015 and 2017 general elections. The results 
of the analysis remain significant and strong in size, even with multiple 
controls for the social background of British voters and their economic 
characteristics.

This chapter also examined individual- level evidence for the economic 
grievance thesis, which holds that those who are less well- off – the eco-
nomic losers from globalization – would be more likely to embrace Brexit 
and UKIP. Although a common claim, and supported by the areas where 
the Leave vote was strongest, this chapter found little support for this 
thesis.31 In particular, support for Brexit was not significantly stronger 
among unskilled manual workers, among the unemployed, and among 
those with left- wing economic values.

Finally, there are striking generation gaps in who voted for Brexit and 
for UKIP in recent British general elections. This confirms the patterns 
already observed in Europe and America and raises important questions 
about the changing nature of electoral cleavages and party competition in 
these countries. If these patterns persist, and if younger generations can be 
mobilized to vote, it can have important consequences. The Millennials 
and Generation X in Britain generally disliked the Leave camp and 
UKIP’s appeals to English nationalism and white nativism, racial and 
ethnic intolerance, and social conservatism. They were more strongly 
attracted to other parties with a cosmopolitan outlook on Britain’s place 
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in the EU and socially liberal policies on cultural and moral issues. As the 
old left–right divisions of social class identities have faded in Britain, an 
emerging cultural war deeply divides voters and parties.

Chapter  12 examined to what extent the rise in support for 
Authoritarian- Populist parties has affected democratic regimes, the issues 
agenda, and support for civic cultures.

Debate continues about worldwide trends in democratization. Both 
Freedom House and the Economist Intelligence Unit report a global ero-
sion of democracy during the last decade, but International IDEA’s analysis  
suggests that democratic institutions are more resilient.32 We examined 
long- term trends since the start of the twentieth century and concluded 
that successive waves can be observed, as Huntington claimed. The data 
from the Varieties of Democracy project suggest a relatively modest 
democratic downturn worldwide has occurred but similar estimates by 
Freedom House provide stronger evidence of a reverse wave in liberal 
democracy in the last few years. Many factors can contribute to back-
sliding toward autocracy but several leading cases – Turkey, Venezuela, 
and Hungary – indicate that the rise of particular populist authoritarian 
leaders has led to more repression and worsening human rights.

We also considered the claim that rising support for Authoritarian- 
Populist parties leads to a ‘contagion of the right’ – where center- right 
parties move toward their policy positions on issues such as control of 
immigration and Euroscepticism. Evidence from many persuasive cases 
supports the ‘contagion of the right’ thesis, including those of France, 
Switzerland, Germany, the Netherlands, and Britain. Many factors could 
have led governments to adopt more restrictive immigration policies – 
including changes in the actual number of refugees and asylum seekers. 
But it seems likely that electoral pressures contributed to these policy 
changes. Whether this is viewed as a positive or negative aspect of democ-
racy depends on one’s values.

When a large segment of the population comes to feel they no longer 
are living in the country in which they grew up, society is in danger of 
cultural backlash. Earlier investigators have calculated precise tipping 
points for other phenomena, arguing, for example, that white flight will 
occur when the percentage of blacks in a neighborhood reaches a specific 
level. It would be difficult to do this with cultural backlash because it 
involves several different factors, including (1) the ratio of those holding 
socially liberal values to those holding socially conservative values, but 
also (2) the contemporary level of economic and physical security, (3) 
the rate of immigration by culturally distinct people, and (4) the level of 
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ethnic diversity prevailing during the host population’s formative years. 
Calculating the level and relative weight of each variable involved in this 
process would be a very difficult task, but it seems clear that no society –  
not even Norway or Sweden – has an unlimited capacity to absorb immi-
gration, especially in a context of rapid cultural change, without expe-
riencing some degree of cultural backlash, particularly among the older 
and less secure segments of the population. The disorientation and anxi-
ety that these people experience is genuine, and dismissing their feelings 
as irrational bigotry does not solve the problem. In the long run, doing so 
can lead to levels of cultural backlash that endanger civility and democ-
racy itself.

III What is to be done?

We need to understand the roots of populist sentiments. They have the 
potential to be a force for good in the world when grassroots reform 
movements help reduce corruption, strengthen responsive governance, 
expand the issue agenda that are debated and the electoral choices on the 
ballot, and reengage participation among groups alienated by mainstream 
party politics.33 Libertarian populists like Pablo Iglesias’ Podemos have 
been experimenting with alternative forms of participation in internal 
party decision- making processes.34 Several other populist parties asso-
ciated with the European Parliament’s Alliance for Direct Democracy in 
Europe advocate expanding opportunities for direct democracy, like the 
use of citizen initiatives and referenda.35

But authoritarian populism can also prove dangerous. When populist 
rhetoric is coupled with authoritarian values, emphasizing the importance 
of group conformity, security, and loyalty, this combination can generate 
a combustible mix that challenges the legitimate authority of institutions 
checking executive power, opening the door for rule by strongman lead-
ers, social intolerance, and illiberal governance.36 By undermining the 
legitimacy of the conventional power structures in democracies, and pro-
viding no effective channels for ‘the people’ to speak, populist language 
provides rich opportunities for demagogues to claim sweeping powers – 
ostensibly on behalf of the people.37 Populist agitators like Trump and his 
supporters are most effective in disrupting the old equilibrium, spread-
ing paranoid conspiracy theories (the ‘Birther’ movement, ‘Pizzagate’), 
and polarizing politics around divisive wedge issues like race and immi-
gration. When actually in office, they are less effective in implementing 

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108595841.014
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Cambridge University Main, on 15 Dec 2020 at 13:31:13, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108595841.014
https://www.cambridge.org/core


462 The Authoritarian- Populist Challenge

political reforms, forging legislative compromises, and rebuilding trust 
in democratic governance.38 Actors of various political persuasions who 
adopt populist discourse share a common language about what they are 
against, depicting themselves as radical insurgents fighting the establish-
ment on behalf of the people.

What are the broader lessons for citizens, activists and policymakers 
seeking to address the root causes of this phenomenon? The political 
response depends, in large part, upon interpretations about the nature of 
the phenomenon.

Mobilizing Civil Resistance and Electoral Opposition

The standard political reaction in democratic societies is for opponents 
to organize public protests, dispute executive actions and challenge laws 
through the courts, lobby representatives and express outrage through 
social media, and mobilize through elections. The challenge of author-
itarian-populism may be purely temporary if the main problem arises 
from contingent factors, such as the way that Cameron recklessly decided 
to bet Britain’s future on the Brexit referendum. Strategic miscalculations, 
leadership blunders, personal scandals, and mistakes by leaders and party 
elites are all part of the story. In multiparty democracies that meet inter-
national standards of electoral integrity, opponents get another chance to 
go to the polls and an opportunity to ‘throw them out.’ In this context, 
through regular electoral processes, opposition parties eventually have an 
opportunity to reverse government leaders and decisions.

On the other hand, even if energized Democrats mobilized a blue 
wave election reversing party control of both ends of Pennsylvania 
Avenue, it might not have the capacity to heal deep cultural fractures in 
American society or fix the dysfunctionality and bitter party polariza-
tion pervading Washington DC. And many structural flaws limit party 
competition and reinforce incumbent advantages, including in the US 
through gerrymandering of House district boundaries, the distorting 
role of money in politics, the way that the Electoral College systemati-
cally over-represents sparsely populated rural states, and state laws sup-
pressing voting rights and electoral turnout.39 The balance of voices in 
society is also critical – the younger generation is the most socially lib-
eral but also the least likely to turnout; and voting participation among 
African-Americans and Hispanics is usually lower than among Whites. 
By contrast, the older white generation, who are most likely to vote, are 
the strongest base for authoritarian-populism. Mobilizing the younger 
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generation and ethnic minorities is critical for closing the representa-
tion gap in democratic politics.

A substantial resistance has been mobilized on the streets to protest 
the Trump administration’s policies, especially on issues of gender, race 
and sexuality, immigration and religion, the dismantling of environmen-
tal and consumer protections, the violation of democratic norms, and 
creeping authoritarianism. Activism around the Women’s March, the 
Black Lives Matter movement, DACA protests, and the ‘#MeToo’ move-
ments are indicative of civil society resistance. Protests have mobilized 
enormous crowds; for example, the January 2018 women’s march on the 
anniversary of Trump’s inauguration drew an estimated 2.67 million peo-
ple onto the streets across America.40 What matters for reversing effective 
action, however, is whether these energies can be transferred from the 
streets and Twitter feeds to the ballot box and elected office.

Reducing Economic Inequality

Western societies have increasingly become winner-take-all economies 
dominated by a small minority, while the overwhelming majority have 
precarious jobs. If left to market forces, this tendency will prevail. But 
government can be a countervailing force that reallocates resources for 
the benefit of society as a whole. In recent decades, neo-liberal policies 
of deregulation and austerity cuts in social welfare have mainly had the 
opposite effect, fueling growing insecurity.

A wide range of economic policies and social reforms could help 
address the problem. Examples include apprenticeship programs and 
vocational training for retraining miners and factory workers, address-
ing social deprivation and the opioid drug crisis in Ohio, providing tax 
breaks attracting companies to invest in rural communities in former 
East Germany, language programs integrating immigrants living in pub-
lic housing on the outskirts of Paris, Budapest, and Oslo, tighter security 
to reduce the risks of terrorist incidents in Brussels and London, and 
offering better health services, good schools, and transportation services 
in deprived areas. High-income countries can use taxation policies and 
public spending to expand employment, educational opportunities, and 
public services addressing material inequalities.

In response to party polarization on the right, Social Democratic par-
ties are most likely to shift leftwards, as illustrated by Bernie Sanders’ 
platform in the 2016 Democratic primaries and the British Labour 
Party’s manifesto under the leadership of Jeremy Corbyn. In the face 
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of the rapidly increasing concentration of wealth and political power 
in the hands of the top one percent that has occurred in the last four 
decades, government intervention is probably the only feasible way to 
offset rising economic inequality. During the New Deal era in the US, 
government-sponsored programs built highways and post offices, pro-
tected the environment and contributed to education and cultural life. 
Today, people are as imaginative and as capable of designing effective 
programs that require humans as they were then – but they are not yet 
effectively organized. Western societies are currently regressing toward 
the authoritarian politics that is linked historically with economic inse-
curity. But – unlike the rise of Fascism during the Great Depression –  
this does not result from objective scarcity. Western societies possess 
abundant and growing resources, but they are increasingly misallo-
cated from the standpoint of maximizing human well-being. Insecurity 
today results from growing inequality – which is ultimately a political 
question. Government intervention could reallocate a significant part 
of these resources to create meaningful jobs in healthcare, education, 
building infrastructure, environmental protection, research and devel-
opment, care of the elderly, and the arts and humanities – with the goal 
of improving the quality of life for society as a whole, rather than max-
imizing corporate profits.

Responding to Cultural Anxieties

But insofar as the authoritarian reaction is motivated by a cultural back-
lash against growing ethnic diversity in multicultural Western societies, 
however, it requires another set of policy responses responding to issues 
such as Islamophobia, Euroscepticism, xenophobia, racial resentment, and 
fears from terrorist incidents.

These are complex issues and the most obvious political response 
concerns immigration policies. European Union rules guarantee freedom 
of movement for EU citizens across national borders. But a number of 
governments have refused to follow these rules, in part due to electoral 
threats from authoritarian-populist rivals.41 For example, in reaction to 
the Wilders’ PVV, the Netherlands has toughened its immigration poli-
cies in recent years, making family reunification more difficult, criminal-
izing illegal residence, and moving to stricter curbs on dual nationality. 
Influenced by the Swiss People’s Party, Switzerland tightened its immi-
gration law, prioritizing Swiss job seekers over EU citizens. Canada has 
adopted a merit-based points program, with generous targets for new 
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permanent residents and admissions criteria that emphasize education, 
work experience, and fluency in English or French, but disregard race 
and country of origin.42 Admission policies and programs assisting 
newcomers with housing, jobs, and training need to be carefully cali-
brated to avoid cultural backlash and accusations of ‘queue jumping.’ 
No society has an unlimited capacity to absorb immigration, particu-
larly during periods of economic stagnation, not even the Netherlands 
or the Nordic countries.43 Governments face a difficult balancing act. 
They need to respond to anti-immigrant concerns in the electorate but 
also meet international human rights obligations to accept genuine ref-
ugees and asylum seekers fleeing persecution in war-torn societies.

In an early study of the rise of the radical right, Lipset sought to 
explain the extremism and intolerance associated with social move-
ments popular in mid-twentieth century America, such as the John 
Birch Society, the Ku Klux Klan, and McCarthyism.44 He noted that 
if the root cause of these forces was class based, then economic and 
social policies could be potentially effective in addressing these prob-
lems, such as measures reducing white rural poverty, improving schools 
and clinics, and investing in public works programs. But if the politics 
of unreason – racial violence, hatred, and intolerance – was rooted in a 
perceived loss of status by white rural populations, who felt threatened 
by the civil rights movement and growing racial equality, then it was 
more difficult to identify policy solutions that were compatible with 
American values. This observation remains true today. The inflection 
point in cultural change is likely to generate more heated polarization 
in society and politics about the issues that divide us, threatening the 
social tolerance and mutual trust that allow democratic societies to 
thrive. It calls above all for leaders who can help to bridge divisions – 
not exacerbate them.

Liberal democracies continue to prove resilient to the abuse of power 
by strongman leaders – especially through push back by the courts, the 
news media, and civil society.45 Nevertheless, fundamental freedoms are 
under increasing threat particularly in hybrid regimes that transitioned 
from dictatorship but have never developed strong institutional safe-
guards to protect human rights from repressive leaders.46 It remains to 
be seen how resilient liberal democracy will be in Western societies, or 
whether it will be damaged irreparably by authoritarian populist forces. 
The problem is not just Trump, nor is the problem just America. It reflects 
pervasive economic and cultural changes, for which there are no easy 
answers.
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