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This book, written by arguably the most influential contemporary scholar of the 
“populist radical right,” offers an overview of the current state of the academic 
debate. In doing so, the author aims at a broader audience beyond academia. 
Referring to “far-right” politics, Cas Mudde subsumes both the “radical” and the 
“extreme” right. In separate chapters, Mudde covers a great variety of topics, which 
are history, ideology, organization, people (leaders, members and activists, as well 
as voters), activities, causes, consequences, responses, and gender. He ends his book 
with twelve hypotheses on the current “fourth wave” of far-right politics. The appen-
dix contains a chronology, starting with the Movimento Sociale Italiano entering the 
Italian Parliament (1948) and ending with the 2019 European Parliament elections, 
a useful glossary (from “Alt-right” to “toxic masculinity”), and recommendations 
for further reading.

The book has many strengths. These include Mudde’s well-known conceptual 
framework, especially his clear distinction between the “radical” and the “extreme” 
right, the definition of “nativism” as a xenophobic form of nationalism, and the 
interpretation of the “populist radical right” as “pathological normalcy,” i.e., as a 
radicalization of attitudes that are also found in the political mainstream. Equally 
valuable are Mudde’s corrections of widely held misconceptions about the rise of 
the “populist radical right,” for example with regard to its supporters (who are more 
than only parts of the “working class”) and its political impact (which has often 
remained limited and indirect). Another obvious strength of the book is the compre-
hensive geographical perspective. Mudde often looks beyond the much-discussed 
cases of Europe and the Americas—in doing so, he also refers to far-right politi-
cal players in India and, especially interesting, Japan (p. 58). The large substantive 
scope of the book is impressive: Beyond political parties, Mudde also deals with 
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social movements and subcultures. Furthermore, he does not provide a narrow view 
on the far right, but stresses the “mainstreaming” and normalization of far-right 
political players and their ideology, which he interprets as threat to the liberal ele-
ments of democracy, i.e. minority rights, rule of law, and separation of powers. This 
point is one of the central messages of the book.

Adding to the book’s analytical clarity is also Mudde’s use of the concept of 
“populism.” Holding on to the concept of the “populist radical right” and regularly 
referring to the term populism, he does not put the latter in the center of his analysis. 
Instead, the book convincingly shows that it is nativism and authoritarianism that 
matter most at the right end of the political spectrum. I welcome such a perspec-
tive as I remain doubtful about the added value of the concept of populism, even if 
clearly defined, as is it is the case with Mudde’s work. Should populism as an ideol-
ogy really exist it is, at most, of secondary importance for understanding far-right 
political players.

For scholars of the field, reading Mudde’s book offers the opportunity to reflect 
on the academic debate on the issue. Which questions remain open, despite the tre-
mendous amount of research in the field? And which further questions does thinking 
about the state of the debate on the “populist radical right” provoke?

Importantly, recent political developments will demand a focus on new research 
topics in order to understand “the far right today” and tomorrow. Among them are 
the role of far-right political players in the political conflict over global warming, 
its economic and social policies when in government, and the consequences of an 
increase in far-right street mobilization, an empirical pattern observable in some 
areas.

In the remaining paragraphs, I focus on the question whether the rise of the “pop-
ulist radical right” is a threat to “liberal democracy.” This is not only a key theme 
of the present book, it is also a central assumption of the dominant academic and 
public debate. Indeed, to some extent such a perspective is justified, especially with 
regard to minority rights, rule of law, and separation of powers. Beyond restrictive 
legislation, the toxic discourse of the “populist radical right” toward minorities may 
be the most dangerous consequence of its rise—with many, and not only rhetorical, 
repercussions for those targeted. Concerning the rule of law and the separation of 
powers, it is the repression of opposition and the attack on the independence of high 
courts by some governing “populist radical rightists” which serves as an important 
warning.

Still, the discussion on “liberal democracy” versus the “populist radical right” 
tends to often fall short—not just in public debate, but also in research on political 
parties and social movements. Due to its inherent actor-centrism, these literatures 
often neglect other threats to “liberal democracy”: Such factors are major develop-
ments like globalization and the decreasing capacity of democratic states to influ-
ence political processes—even more so in the context of the European integration—
as well as increasing socio-economic inequality and its impact on political equality. 
These processes do not only undermine the legitimacy of contemporary political 
systems, but are also central to the increase in migration, the “core issue” of the 
“populist radical right.” The party family’s rise can also be understood as a “conse-
quence” of dissatisfaction with the output of “real-existing democracy” (Philippe C. 
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Schmitter), and not just simply as an important “cause” of the weakening of minor-
ity rights, rule of law, and separation of powers. Taking such a stance requires a 
critical view on the quality of contemporary political systems (which Robert Dahl 
has famously called “polyarchies,” with democracy as an unreachable ideal).

It expands the focus beyond the usual suspects toward other processes that are 
endangering democracy—and the actors which are driving them forward. The 
reviewer thus connects to some of the points in Mudde’s discussion of his conclud-
ing twelfth thesis (“The Emphasis Should Be on Strengthening Liberal Democ-
racy”): An effective measure against the “populist radical right” may not be an 
excessive focus on such players, but rather the formulation of “positive political 
alternatives” (p. 179) on the basis of an analysis of the “inherent tensions” (p. 178) 
of contemporary political systems.

Mudde’s book offers an excellent overview of the key dimensions of “far-right 
politics” to an interested audience. For scholars of the field, reading the text not only 
reminds them of the great value of many of Mudde’s concepts but also provides 
a valuable opportunity for reflecting on the current state of the academic debate. 
The reviewer hopes that Mudde’s book will find a wide readership also beyond aca-
demia, bringing much needed clarity and perspective to a heated public debate.

Acknowledgements Open access funding provided by Projekt DEAL.

Compliance with Ethical Standards 

Conflict of interest The author confirm that there is no conflict of interest.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as 
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is 
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen 
ses/by/4.0/.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published 
maps and institutional affiliations.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Cas Mudde, “The Far Right Today”
	Acknowledgements 




