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INTRODUCTION

Convergence on the right

The right has changed; it has embraced the ideas of its outliers. 
In the US and Europe, conservatives have made alliances with 
those previously consigned to the margins. Ten years ago, the 
centre right had lesser ambitions. Its priority was to cut taxes 
and reduce welfare. Today’s right seeks to restrict welfare 
benefits to members of the national community, excluding 
migrants and Muslims. Its new politics address both the 
apparent shrinking of public finances and the desire on the 
part of some of the public to exclude foreigners. While the 
right has developed, large parts of the left are still arguing for 
positions which were at their most popular more than 20 years 
ago. The left has allowed itself to seem the party of unreformed 
capitalism, neither acknowledging that the economy has failed 
to deliver for tens of millions of people, nor daring to confront 
the right’s myth-making around immigration.

The new character of our recent moment was at its clearest 
between June 2016 and May 2017. In less than a year, the right 
enjoyed three significant victories: the Brexit referendum 
in the United Kingdom, the election of Donald Trump, and 
Marine Le Pen’s second place in the French Presidential 
elections. 

The campaign for a British departure from the European 
Union began at the end of the 1980s among Margaret 
Thatcher’s keenest admirers and was shaped by the anger they 
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felt at their fellow Conservatives for removing her. Privatisers 
and flat-taxers, they saw the referendum as a chance to change 
Britain and to abolish the numerous EU Regulations which 
protected the environment, or which made it more expensive 
for businesses to employ workers. The Conservative leaders 
who dominated the Remain campaign were incapable of 
saying clearly that inequality or pollution were in themselves 
wrong. Taking their cue from Cameron and Osborne’s 
inability to answer the arguments for Leave in the referendum, 
a majority of Tory voters supported Leave. Even this, however, 
was not enough to win the referendum. To achieve its victory, 
the Leave camp also had to convince a minority of Labour 
voters, which it did by persuading them that immigration 
represented a threat to their pensions and benefits. Theresa 
May’s post-referendum government has deferred at least until 
2020 any attempt to solve the problems facing education, 
health or housing. In prioritising Brexit over everything else, 
it has not appeased the advocates of British independence. 
Rather, they have made Theresa May the prisoner of her most 
recalcitrant backbenchers. The Britain that is emerging from 
the referendum has not solved the problems of Europe or of 
immigration. It has made them central, unavoidable questions 
of our politics for years to come.

In the United States, the events that were to lead to the 
election of Donald Trump in November 2016 began five years 
earlier with Trump’s decision to court the conspiracy-theory 
right. In 2011, he made himself seem a plausible challenger 
for the Presidency by claiming that Barack Obama was not 
an American citizen, but a Muslim from Kenya. From 2014, 
Trump kept in the headlines through the support of the 
website Breitbart which thrived on an audience of online 
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Islamophobes and misogynists. The alliance between Trump 
and his base continued after his election to the Presidency 
with his decision to appoint Breitbart’s Steve Bannon as the 
administration’s Chief Strategist. This grim alliance of the 
centre and far right shaped Trump’s inauguration speech, 
his choice of international allies, and his visa ban on seven 
majority-Muslim countries. It continued until the events at 
Charlottesville in August 2017, which compelled Trump to 
choose between his mainstream right and far right supporters. 
Threatened by a revolt of mainstream businessmen and 
Republicans, Trump had no choice but to dismiss Bannon. 
Even afterwards, however, Trump’s instincts did not alter. 
Threatening trade wars against the EU and China, promoting 
the online supporters of the alt right, he has straddled the 
mainstream and the far right.

In France, the main political parties have for years played a 
dual game with the Front National (FN) (now renamed the 
Rassemblement National), dismissing its leaders as extremists 
who had to be kept from power while at the same time 
appealing to Front National voters and promising to introduce 
FN policies. In government, both Socialists and Republicans 
insisted that by banning the veil and encouraging the police 
to harass young Muslims, they would separate FN votes from 
their party. The result has been a sustained hypocrisy, with the 
centre simultaneously denouncing the ideas of the margins as 
offensive and yet promising to implement them. The courting 
of the Front’s electorate has not drawn their voters away from 
their leaders, rather it has confirmed them in their author-
itarianism and racism. In 2017, it was the Front and not the 
Republicans who made it to the second round of the Presiden-
tial elections. The Front’s success caused the Republicans to 
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fracture with one of the two previous centre-right candidates, 
Nicolas Dupont-Aignan, endorsing Marine Le Pen for the 
Presidency. Parts of the mainstream right were willing to ally 
with the Front, while their endorsement of her pushed Le 
Pen’s vote to a new height of 33 per cent. Meanwhile those 
who continued to reject the Front seemingly had little better to 
offer, with Emmanuel Macron promising to reduce the power 
of the Parliament and rule through an executive Presidency. 
Even where convergence was checked, the rise of the Front has 
had a continuing effect on mainstream politics, pulling it ever 
further to the right.

Because of their history of wars and colonial power, and 
their place in global institutions such as the United Nations, 
the IMF and the World Bank; Britain, the United States and 
France have a capacity to encourage the far right in many other 
countries. In 1979 and 1980, victories for the right in Britain 
and the US helped change politics in both western and Eastern 
Europe. Brexit and Trump have had something of the same 
character: their impact has been felt far beyond their own 
borders.

In Holland, Geert Wilders’ Party for Freedom (PVV) had 
previously swapped neoliberal for racial welfarist politics. 
Wilders has argued that, ‘It’s one or the other, either a welfare 
state or an immigration country.’1 In spring 2017 (following 
the victories of Brexit and Trump), the centre-right People’s 
Party sought to copy Wilders’ success, saying that if re-elected 
they would double the period of time migrants had to live in 
Holland before they could acquire Dutch citizenship. People’s 
Party leader Mark Rutte published an open letter to migrants 
saying, ‘Act normal or go away.’ He told interviewers that 
Islamic immigration threatened Dutch traditions such as 
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giving children eggs at Easter. Halbe Zijlstra, the chair of the 
People’s Party in the Dutch parliament, also accused Muslims 
of conspiring against Easter, saying, ‘We have been tolerant to 
intolerance for far too long.’ These claims were not intended to 
engage with anything Muslims had done, they were a decision 
to flatter those voters who shared lurid fantasies about 
foreigners. The result of the elections was that the PVV’s 
party vote held steady while Rutte’s vote rose. Through the 
mainstream rather than the far right, racism and conspiratorial 
thinking have infected the government.2 

During elections in Austria in autumn 2017, the centre-right 
attempted a similar move. Newspaper reports in Germany 
revealed that the leader of Austria’s far-right Freedom Party 
(FPÖ), Heinz-Christian Strache, had taken part in military 
exercises as a member of a far-right group Wiking-Jugend. 
He was not the only member of that party with explaining to 
do; other press reports found FPÖ members trading photo-
graphs and quotes from Hitler, publishing songbooks joking 
about the Holocaust and being photographed in t-shirts with 
the names of Nazi tank divisions. In response to the FPÖ, 
Sebastian Kurtz’s centre-right People’s Party (ÖVP) promised 
to reduce benefits for refugees and to criminalise the wearing 
of the Islamic niqab. These policies did not damage the FPÖ, 
whose vote rose. The result was a coalition agreement between 
conservatives and the far right.3

Even before the 2016–17 political crisis, separate dynamics 
had emboldened the autocrats and those seeking to move their 
countries in that direction. These processes include the defeat 
of the Arab Spring, and of democratic social movements in 
countries such as Bahrain, Egypt, Libya, Syria and Yemen, 
and the defeat of a series of relatively liberal but pro-austerity 



6 ◆  THE NEW AUTHORITARIANS

parties in Hungary, Lithuania and Poland.4 In the Middle East 
and in large parts of Eastern Europe, the victories of Trump 
and Brexit have served to further boost what was already a 
confident right. 

The recipients of Donald Trump’s support have included 
Egypt’s General Sisi, the butcher of his country’s 2011 
uprising, and the first foreign leader approached by Trump 
after his election. Trump described Sisi as ‘fantastic’. He also 
used social media to congratulate the Philippines’ Rodrigo 
Duterte, who has likened himself to Adolf Hitler in boasting of 
his willingness to kill millions of drug addicts.5

Similar processes could be seen in Turkey, whose 2017 
referendum replaced a parliamentary system of government 
with one based on Presidential rule. The President acquired 
the power to appoint senior judges, to control the budget 
and to appoint state officials and ministers. The vote was 
proposed by a coalition of conservative Islamist (AKP: Justice 
and Development) and far-right (MHP: Nationalist Action) 
parties. In the days leading up to the vote, the media broadcast 
incessant messages in favour of a Yes vote, and scores of jour-
nalists associated with the independent press were jailed. In 
the aftermath of the vote, Donald Trump telephoned Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan to congratulate him.6

Meanwhile, in Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro won the Presiden-
tial elections on the basis of his support for the military 
dictatorship which had ruled the country between 1964 
and 1985, and by eulogising all aspects of that regime 
including its use of torture against left-wing critics. 
Trump promised to ‘work closely together’ with him.

In much of Eastern Europe, right-wing parties have rad-
icalised in office, normalising politics which once were 
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restricted to the margins. In Poland, the centre-right Law 
and Justice Party (PiS), has passed laws giving Parliament 
the power to restrict judicial terms and replace judges with 
political appointees. Over 100 journalists have been removed 
from positions in state-owned media. The government has 
given civil service posts to supporters of the far-right ‘patriot’ 
movement.7 As with the Western far right, Law and Justice 
has maintained welfare benefits while racialising them and 
excluding foreigners. Law and Justice has increased pensions 
for Polish citizens, child benefit and the minimum wage, while 
its leader Jarosław Kaczyński has warned that the European 
Union seeks to compel Poland to accept 100,000 Muslim 
refugees and promised to restrict the rights of any such arrivals 
that bring cholera, dysentery and ‘other, even more severe 
diseases’.8

Hungary’s governing right-wing Civic Alliance party 
(Fidesz) has dismissed critical voices from the state-financed 
TV and radio channels,9 and forced out the independent 
Central European University, a base of the opposition.10 
At the end of 2017, Fidesz began campaigning for fresh 
elections, with the message that there were millions of Muslim 
migrants willing to enter the country from Africa and that they 
would bring terror to Hungary. The party claimed that mass 
migration could be stopped only by a wall across the country’s 
southern border. In the words of Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán, ‘If the levee breaks, if they open the borders, if migrants 
enter the country, there is no way back.’ This was accompa-
nied by attacks on the ‘political empire’ of George Soros the 
octogenarian banker who had donated some $4 million to 
pro-democracy NGOs. If re-elected, Fidesz promised to 
introduce an anti-Soros law, allowing the government to ban 
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organisations which campaigned for the free movement of 
people. During the election, giant posters were put up all over 
the country insisting ‘Let’s not allow Soros to have the last 
laugh!’ Making explicit what the official campaign was happy 
to leave implied, thousands of these posters were then covered 
in graffiti denouncing Soros as a Jew. The Fidesz campaign was 
then taken up by far-right politicians in the United States and 
the UK, who claimed that Soros was on a mission to ‘breed 
out’ white people until they were a minority in Europe.11 

In India, the rise of the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
has been punctuated by episodes of anti-Muslim violence, 
including in Bombay in 1992–3, in which around 1,000 
people were killed and in Gujarat in 2002 when supporters of 
the BJP gathered at the site of the Babri Mosque and began 
building a temple to the Hindu god Ram. There followed 
days of anti-Muslim riots, during which 2,000 people were 
killed and tens of thousands of Muslims were forced to flee 
into temporary refugee camps.12 The riots threatened to 
undermine the national government, led by Atal Vajpayee, a 
BJP member. Vajpayee was no moderate; he blamed the crisis 
on its Muslim victims, accusing them of not mingling with the 
Hindu majority. Yet even he realised that violence on this scale 
was unacceptable. Accordingly, Vajpayee travelled to Gujarat 
with the intention of dismissing Narendra Modi, the Chief 
Minister of Gujarat who was widely blamed for the killings. 
When Vajpayee arrived, there was a revolt by local BJP’s 
members and by supporters of the anti-Muslim RSS cadre 
organisation which dominates the BJP. During the interwar 
years, the RSS had been influenced by Italian and German 
fascism. In 1939, the RSS’s theorist M. S. Golwalkar even 
praised Hitler for ‘purging’ his country of Jews, calling the 
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steps taken to that point in preparation for genocide ‘a good 
lesson for us in Hindustan’. The RSS retains the trappings 
of fascism including a bent-arm salute, and parades in white 
shirts with sticks held like rifles.13 Vajpayee failed to dismiss 
Modi in 2002, and in the months that followed the BJP was 
rebuilt, with its militant wing overtaking its previously more 
cautious leadership. Modi was not punished for his involve-
ment. Instead he was promoted, becoming the BJP candidate 
for Prime Minister. Since 2014, the BJP government has 
closed 11,000 NGOs, accusing them of receiving foreign 
funding. It has criminalised anti-BJP protests. In 2017, BJP 
proposed to introduce a ‘right of return’ modelled on Israel’s 
citizenship laws, for Hindus and other non-Muslims living in 
neighbouring Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Nepal, to entrench 
the non-Muslim character of the Indian state. It has been a 
repressive, authoritarian government, is hostile to opposition 
and distrustful of democracy.14

The changing nature of the right can also be seen in Russia, 
whose authoritarian government has taken over independent 
media, subjected opposition parties to harassment and thrived 
on a language of ultra-nationalism. The country has gone to 
war in the Chechen republic, in eastern Ukraine and in Syria, 
where its bombs have enabled the Assad dictatorship to win 
back control of most of the country from a democratic uprising 
and over half a million people have been killed.15 Meanwhile 
Russia justifies its war against the Syria revolution by saying 
that it is doing no more than contributing to the war against 
Islamic terror; an excuse which brings it into alliance with the 
likes of Trump and Modi. Russia relies on a mixture of military 
and cultural power to advance its interests, on state-controlled 
propaganda channels such as Russia Today, on cyber-attacks 
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and on the use of social media to boost the far-right in every 
country.16 President Putin’s role as a patron of convergence 
precedes the victories of Brexit or of Trump, but these events 
have served to encourage what was an existing strategy 
for building soft power. In 2017, for example, he sought to 
intervene in the French elections, by providing funds for 
Marine Le Pen’s candidacy, a gift which she was required to 
acknowledge by travelling to meet him four weeks before the 
election.

The Russian state works through political structures 
which are top down and inimical to liberal democracy. But 
the economic character of the regime, with its low taxes on 
businesses and high taxes on personal consumption is close 
to what a British conservative or American libertarian would 
consider good stewardship if introduced anywhere else. 
For that reason, Putin’s regime has been popular beyond its 
borders, and among wider groups than the far right. A Con-
servative Friends of Russia was set up in 2012 by Sergey 
Nalobin, who was outed in the British press as a spy. Malcolm 
Rifkind, a former Foreign Secretary and in 2012 the secretary 
of the Commons intelligence and security committee, became 
the group’s honorary Chair, a role he was later forced to 
resign. Between 2016 and 2017, Russian oligarchs gave some 
£820,000 to the Conservative Party, with donors including 
Lubov Chernukhin, the wife of the former chairman of Russia’s 
state development bank.17

The alliance of conservatives and the far right is unwelcome 
to everyone else. In the US, the Anti-Defamation League has 
estimated that 2.6 million anti-Jewish tweets were sent between 
summer 2015 and summer 2016. The ADL was especially 
interested in tweets directed at anti-Trump journalists, who 
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were accused of being unpatriotic Jews. Some 800 journalists 
were targeted in this way, with some 45 million people reading 
the anti-semitic messages. Two-thirds came from just 1,600 
twitter accounts. The Southern Poverty Law Center estimates 
the size of the largest far-right network, the Ku Klux Klan, as 
less than 6,000 people.18 If we treat these two figures, 1,600 
and 6,000, as boundary estimates of the size of the US far 
right, either figure is eclipsed by the 60 million people who 
voted for Trump in 2016. Without his presidential campaign, 
the conspiracy theorists would have had little influence over 
the larger number of conservatives. Co-operation between 
the mainstream and the extreme right has given the latter an 
influence out of all proportion to their support. 

This is not the first time in history when the mainstream 
has lurched to the right, leaving socialists, feminists and other 
anti-racists struggling to respond. Subsequent chapters of this 
book engage with what it means to speak of a moment of far 
right advance, comparing 2016–17 to previous periods when 
the right has become radicalised across borders (including 
1922–39 and 1979–80). These are the most notorious available 
comparisons; not all short moments of right-wing success 
have ended this badly. The late 1890s and early 1900s, for 
example, saw popular anti-migrant and anti-semitic campaigns 
in each of the United States, Britain and France, fuelled by a 
similar combination of economic crisis and fears of migration. 
Here too there was a relationship between movements of the 
street (the British Brothers’ League, the anti-semitic campaign 
against Albert Dreyfus in France) and governments led by 
William Jennings Bryan, Jules Méline and Lord Salisbury. As 
the decade wore on, however, the left responded with a combi-
nation of trade union struggles and political opposition to the 
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right, including the successful campaign in support of Dreyfus. 
Where their campaigns were both militant and principled, 
socialists were able to recover and by 1906 in many countries 
it seemed that racists were once more in retreat. 

The question of how long this epoch of right-wing success 
lasts will be shaped in part by how their opponents respond 
and whether the left takes the opportunities available to us. 
The point of this book is to encourage readers to see our 
enemies clearly, without fear, and to focus on where they are 
now in the hope that by understanding them better, we can 
more effectively challenge them.

The mainstream right, the far right, fascism

The argument of this book rests on certain definitions. One 
is the distinction between left and right. The two terms have 
an essential difference. As Norberto Bobbio argues, they can 
be distinguished by their attitude towards equality.19 The left 
believes that most inequalities are capable of reduction or erad-
ication. The right, by contrast, exists to oppose ‘the liberation 
of men and women from the fetters of their superiors, particu-
larly in the private sphere.’20 The distinction between left and 
right dates to the early days of the French revolution, when 
the Constituent Assembly debated whether the King should 
have a veto over its decisions and parliamentarians were asked 
to stand to the left or the right. It has recurred through global 
politics ever since.

The difference between left and right works to simplify 
political debate. Because of it, voters expect left-wing parties 
to prioritise health and welfare and to promote access to 
secondary and university education, as these are levelling 
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