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Book review: Cas Mudde, The Far Right Today 

 

Review author: Patrick Sawyer 

 

Cas Mudde, 2019, The Far Right Today. Cambridge: Polity (205 pp., 
£14.99 paperback) 

 

Thirteen years ago, Cas Mudde wrote in the introduction of his classic text on 
Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe that the radical right party family was 
still a “relatively marginal electoral force in the vast majority of European 
countries” which would often leave his students in disbelief (Mudde 2007, pp. 1-
2).  

As history has shown, much has changed since then, giving a new sense of 
urgency to the question of the far right in the 21st century. The objective of The 
Far Right Today, Mudde’s most recent publication, is to take into account these 
new changes and provide a condensed, easy to read manual summing up 
decades of research on the far right. 

In The Far Right Today, Mudde develops his thesis of the “fourth wave” of the 
far right. The fourth wave pertains to the mainstreaming and normalization of 
far right politics in the modern day. Events such as the 9/11 attacks, the great 
recession, and the refugee “crisis” (Mudde disagrees with this framing) helped 
bring far right politics into the mainstream by way of journalists and politicians 
who increasingly discussed the issues, adopted the frames, and pursued the 
policies once exclusive to the radical right.  

This contrasts with the previous three waves in Europe, wherein far-right 
politics had generally been seen as out-of-bounds (with some exceptions) for 
mainstream parties and politicians and their parties were left to inhabit the 
political space at the margins. In the fourth wave, the borders between the far 
right and the mainstream become increasingly difficult to distinguish. 

Drawing on his own and others’ research, Mudde lays out several shifts that are 
currently underway among right wing parties during the fourth wave. First, he 
argues, it is becoming increasingly acceptable, or even unavoidable, for 
mainstream parties on both the national and local level to enter into coalitions 
with radical right parties as many cases from Italian and Austrian electoral 
history demonstrate.  

As far right parties gain in the polls, the feasibility of reacting to them with a 
policy of demarcation or an official cordon sanitaire becomes less tenable, as 
the incentives for mainstream parties to cooperate with them increase. An 
example of this can be seen in the recent scandal in Thuringia, Germany when 
the center-right Christian Democratic Union (CDU) was condemned for 
collaborating with the far-right Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) party in 
order to undermine a coalition government headed by Die Linke. 
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A second, parallel phenomenon is the emergence of successful radical right 
politicians from within traditionally conservative parties, such as with Trump in 
the United States, as well as the complete transformation of conservative parties 
into fully fledged radical right parties, as with Fidesz in Hungary and Law and 
Justice (PiS) in Poland.  

These events testify not only to the relative success of radical right politics in the 
contemporary era, but also to the extent to which traditional conservative 
parties have moved rightward. Under their leadership, the parties of Sebastian 
Kurz in Austria, Nicolas Sarkozy in France, and Teresa May in the UK all 
witnessed significant shifts to the right on issues like immigration, integration, 
and terrorism. 

As the parties themselves change, so do their voters. The Far Right Today 
argues that the electoral base of the far right is becoming more diversified and 
that the bloc of “typical” moderately-educated white male voters once believed 
to be the linchpin of the far right base in the 1980s, is becoming less of a reality 
today.  

Part of the explanation for this lies in several Western European radical right 
parties, such as the French Front National (FN) and Austrian Freedom Party 
(FPÖ), positioning themselves as “worker’s parties” in the midst of the social 
democratic parties’ move towards “third way” politics, which allowed them to 
pick up votes from the broader working and middle classes who felt alienated by 
this 'betrayal'. 

Aside from an overview of emerging trends over the past decade, anti-fascist 
and anti-racist activists will find that The Far Right Today has much to offer in 
terms of strategies of resistance to far right parties and movements.  

While Mudde himself admits that the academic literature has not pointed to a 
definitive “silver bullet” to stopping the rise of these parties, he posits that a 
number of strategies have been successful in certain national contexts. Insofar 
as the state is concerned, a straightforward ban on more extremist parties has 
shown to be effective in many cases, though Belgium's Vlaams Blok, which had 
been found guilty of violating anti-racist legislation in 2004, simply bypassed 
this by forming a slightly more moderate party, the Vlaams Belang, only several 
weeks after.  

Some success in fighting the far right can be had with a policy of demarcation, 
wherein all parties decide to ignore the radical right party and forbid their 
members to cooperate or engage with them, thus refusing them the possibility 
of presenting themselves as a respectable opposition party. Given national 
contexts in which radical right parties are still small in size and where all 
political parties and major media outlets agree to the strategy, the rise of the 
radical right can be limited to some extent. That being said, the Vlaams Belang 
and the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) are notable exceptions of cases 
where these parties have only increased in prominence despite a formal cordon 
sanitaire.  

While there is a brief mention in The Far Right Today of the impact that civil 
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society actors and anti-racist movements have had on the rise of the far right, 
much of this focused only on a small sub-set of activities.  

Other successful community efforts to resist the far right, unfortunately, were 
passed over for a focus on the more media-friendly anti-fascist demonstrations 
which turn violent.  

The online activist group Sleeping Giants, for example, has led an incredibly 
successful campaign targeting Breitbart News’ advertising pool, which Steve 
Bannon himself has admitted had greatly damaged the business model of the 
“home of the Alt-Right.”  

Moreover, the work done by anti-racist activists to reveal the extremist views 
held by members of the far right (the work of the Southern Poverty Law Center 
comes to mind) and put pressure on their employers and administrators of the 
social media platforms that host their content are also of importance in the 
struggle against the far right.  

That being said, The Far Right Today was never meant to be a Rules for 
Radicals-style manuel for anti-racist activism. The large number of anti-racist 
actions excluded from consideration is of course understandable if it is seen as a 
way to avoid distracting from the main message the book has to offer.  

Another surprising exemption from the chapter on the repertoire of responses 
to the radical right is any mention of his colleague Chantal Mouffe’s (2018) 
theories concerning the role that left or “inclusive” populism may have in 
stemming the ascent of the radical right and fostering a democratic 
reinvigoration. An engagement with these ideas and the way in which Mudde’s 
theories diverge from Mouffe’s could have been a rather fruitful addition to the 
book. 

The Far Right Today ends with twelve theses on the fourth wave that 
summarise the mountains of research accrued on this topic over the past two 
decades. That the rise of the far right is once again a major issue confronting  
democratic societies today testifies to the importance of this book.  
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