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Abstract

Liberal democracies are experiencing rough times. This is not only due to external
pressures as a result of the new power play in the context of geo-political rivalry
and the populist turn in Trumpian America, but also because of creeping internal
democracy-undermining processes. In this book-sized essay, | reflect on what may
explain the latter, developing the first building blocks of what | refer to as an ecological
complexity perspective. Without ignoring other explanatory forces, my focus is on the
subtle interplay between five interrelated mechanisms. The first mechanism involves
the overregulation that signals the State’s distrust in citizens, being partly driven by
a regulatory reflex of the ruling elite to any incident or issue. The second mechanism
has to do with the well-known explosive interaction between elected politicians and
the hysteria-loving media. The third mechanism relates to the complacent anger that
is easily triggered in a population pampered by a highly-developed Welfare State. The
fourth mechanism is the well-established inequality-increasing impact of decades of
neo-liberal policies. The fifth mechanism is driven by the isolating effect of the bubble-
producing technology of social media. These five mechanisms are involved in a deadly
embrace, interacting in producing a downward spiral that slowly kills the liberal
democracy as we know it. This downward spiral is provided with lubricating oil by the
behavior of the political class, specifically mainstream center right. Initiated by the far
right, the new political discourse is characterized by brutalization and normalization,
which is perfectly in line with the modern-day culture of immediacy - of a permanent
quest for instant gratification.
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Fear, my dear

The world is turning upside down.
Intolerance promoted to the throne.
Wearing an ugly crown.
Civilization stripped to the bone.

Fear is the new guideline.
Fear for the other.
Favoring my own sister and brother.

Viewing marginalizing minorities as more than fine.

Roughness as the norm,
blasting as a storm.
Respect in disrespect.
This is a new fact.

Fear should return to the sideline.
Looking beyond what is mine.
Protecting minorities
as one of the key priorities.

But roughening and polarization
are the new normal.
Discriminating and segregating
is the new policy.

The far right is taking over
of what used to be
liberal democracies.

The far right is penetrating
the moderate center right through
a process of normalization.
The far right is moving
to the center of power,
promoting illiberal democracies.



Policies of revenge
on the seedbed
of polarization.
A fight against
the elite on behalf of
the will of the people.
Kill the free press,
the independent judiciary,
and evidence-based science.

Civilized dialogue and sensible compromise
deserve a comeback.
Human rights and decency
deserve to return.

Fearis a bad counselor.
Leading to horror.
Leaning in with the enemy.
No longer being free.

Respect should be the key norm.
Dialogue as the main communication form.
Empathy as the default.

Not being anxiously passive, but proactively bold.

Fear, my dear,
is stupidity in disguise,
is anything but wise.
Why is that not clear?

The world should turn around,
embracing tolerance,
avoiding intolerance.

Caring without an arbitrary bound.



0 An Opening Shot

Writing about an issue such as democratic backsliding could go on ad infinitum, in
principle, as novel evidence is being produced all the time, with new pieces of research
and new [post-Jelection outcomes emerging across the world on a very regular
basis, if not in real time. Without any doubt, the world is in flux, certainly so in liberal
democracies. In this context, the rise of the far right is the key eye-catcher in the 2010s
and 2020s. This as such immediately underscores the seriousness and urgency of
the issue involving the danger of democratic demise. Liberal democracies are clearly
under threat. However, to indefinitely update this text is not an option. Actually, |
initially decided to stop adding new information to this essay on the day (May 16 2024)
that four populist and (far) right-wing political parties in the Netherlands published
and presented their coalition agreement, two signaling more pride than two others,
and about three weeks before the next EU election day - quite a symbolic stopping
date indeed.

However, | soon found out that | could not stop myself from updating my text
after yet another election-related event, such as the elections in Austria, the EU,
France, India, the UK, and the US, after reading yet another piece of scholarly output,
journalistic piece, or literary creativity, or after receiving yet other very insightful
comments from yet another colleague. So, in all likelihood, | will continue expanding
this essay-turned-into-a-book until the day before final publication, would such a day
ever arrive. To set the scene for the rest of my argumentation, | briefly reflect on what
the four Dutch political parties announced in their policy program titled Hoop, lef en
trots (“Hope, courage and pride”) in Box 0.1

Box 0.1: Hope, courage and pride
After six months of negotiations, four (center and far-Jright parties succeeded in
forming a new Dutch cabinet: the populist-conservative BBB, the right-centrist

1 Permanent updating has many downsides, a prominent one being that inconsistencies and
redundancies start to sneak in. This is a prize | am willing to pay for attempting to stay as close to
modern-day reality as | can. Up-front, | want to apologize for the inconsistencies and redundancies that

are very likely to annoy many readers.



NSC, the conservative-liberal?VVD, and the radical-right PVV? (these adjectives are
mine, and mine only, and may hence be questioned, as much debate about “proper”
adjectives pops up, time and again). The result will be the most right-wing cabinet
that ever ruled the Netherlands since the introduction of universal suffrage. More
importantly in the context of the current essay, for the first time in Dutch history,
a far-right political party will not only informally support the government, but will
also be the largest and leading party in the formal coalition, delivering ministers
and secretaries.* We see the slippery slope of far-right normalization in full motion
here. For many decades, the far right was banned from formal coalition formation.
The first step toward normalization was the participation of Pim Fortuyn’s populist-
right LPF®, after he was murdered, in the Balkenende | cabinet of 2002-2003, which
lasted for less than a year, particularly as a result of LPF-internal chaos. The second
normalization step involved PVV’s formal support of, but not official participation in,
the Rutte | government in 2010-2012, which collapsed after about two years when
the PVV leader (and only party member) Geert Wilders could not agree with austerity

2 The definition of “liberal” varies across the world when used with reference to political parties. In

the US, for instance, “liberal” has a leftist connotation, linked to the Democratic Party with a social-

liberal identity. In other countries, “liberal” is much more associated with the center right, such as in

the case of the conservative-liberal FDP in Germany. In many countries, both types of liberalism are on

offer, side by side. For instance, in the Netherlands, the conservative-liberal VVD co-exists peacefully

next to the social-liberal Dé6. In this essay, | hope that the varying meaning of “liberal” and “liberalism”

is clear from the context in which these terms are being used. And where appropriate, for the sake of

clarity, | add the adjectives “conservative” or “social”. A further complication is the order in which two

terms are cemented together. For instance, is the VVD conservative-Lliberal or liberal-conservative?

Actually, assuming that the dominant label should come first, this changes over time. Under the

leadership of Ed Nijpels or Mark Rutte, liberal-conservative was more appropriate. But under Frits

Bolkenstein's or Dilan Yesilkéz" helm, conservative-liberal comes closer to reality. Hence, to signal this

ambivalence, | decided not to aspire for consistency in this respect.

3 PVVstands for, quite ironically, Partij voor de Vrijheid, which translates into Party for the Freedom.

4 For Geert Wilders, finding capable and credible candidates turned out to be a bumpy road. During

the negotiation phase, he nominated experienced politicians or civil servants from other political

parties (even twice from the social-democrats, his natural enemies), after his first PVV nominee had

to step down after one day due to a fraud case. He ended up nominating a civil servant as Prime-

Minister (Dick Schoof, who until very recently was member of the social-democratic PvdA), and a series

of highly controversial PVV loyalists as ministers and secretaries, many of whom openly expressing

discriminatory opinions [mostly very anti-Islam] and conspiracy theories [specifically that regarding

willful population replacement].

5 Listening to and reading of Pim Fortuyn’s heritage make clear how brutalization has progressed

immensely since the early 2000s. What was seen as shocking back then, would be considered very mild

by now.



measures. Since then until Dilan Yesilgoz took over the VVD leadership from Mark
Rutte in 2023, the far right was explicitly excluded from any formal or informal
involvement in government, implying a de facto cordon sanitaire. This changed in the
campaign of the national 2023 elections, when Dilan Yesilgoz announced that she was
willing to negotiate with Geert Wilders to form a right-wing cabinet (see Box 2 on this).

The agreement among the four parties has the 19th century novel-like title of Hoop,
lef en trots - or “Hope, courage and pride”. Except for a few leftist policies to support
the poor, the program breathes deep conservatism and nationalism, with far-right
accents. For instance, many progressive measures of the Rutte IV government
will be explicitly reversed, many of these involving climate policies and farming
regulations. In the context of the current essay, two (sets of] aspired policies are
particularly worth discussing. The first set of policies has to do with constraining
immigration. This does not only involve an explicit reduction of foreign student
inflow, but also an extremely strict package of measures targeting asylum-seekers.
Regarding the latter, the new cabinet aims to announce an asylum crisis in order
to legally introduce emergency measures. According to many legal experts, this
implies that the cabinet will act against the rule of law - a first sign of democratic
backsliding.® Because the other partners in the coalition are very well aware of the
danger of democratic decline, particularly Pieter Omtzigt's NSC, the first six weeks
of the cabinet formation talks were spent on agreeing on the need to safeguard the
rule of law and to honor the Constitution. This as such is already a unique sign on
the wall. This is even more striking knowing that each and every member of the
Second Chamber must vow to act in line with the Constitution anyway. Apparently,
this is seen as insufficient, signaling that the NSC and VVD probably believe that
this vow involves an empty ceremony. In Hoop, lef en trots, this returns in the
ambition to establish a Constitutional Court (the Netherlands never had one), which
does require a lengthy process to change the Constitution. Clearly, even the non-
far right involved in the new cabinet is afraid that by forming a government with
Geert Wilders' extreme or radical-right PVV may well be associated with a serious

democratic backsliding trap.

6 Inthe end, the PVV had to back down, after weeks and weeks, if not months, of new negotiations

behind closed doors. Rather than a crisis law bypassing Parliament, the compromise involves a

spoedwet. Literally, this translates into a “speed law”, which is a quicker route to new policies, but one

that still involves both the First and Second Chamber. In return, Geert Wilders can refer to an even

stricter policy package - e.g., even before the breakdown of the Assad regime including the intention to

repatriate Syrian asylum-seekers (with or without permit) to “safe” areas in Syria.
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My bias to the Dutch case is not only understandable knowing that | am
Dutch, but may also be extra revealing as many will agree that until very recently
the Netherlands was seen as a classic example of an old and highly resilient liberal
democracy. If even a country like that starts to slip, and quite dramatically so, we
cannot but take the issue of democratic backsliding very seriously. Evidently, the
reputation of the Netherlands as a uniquely liberal and tolerant nation-state can now
be archived in the waste bin. The current government under the leadership of the far-
right PVVis doing and saying things that seriously undermine the rule of law. Even more
worryingly, the Netherlands is not an exception. The recent successes of the Austrian
FPO and the German AfD are telling - winning elections in Austria and Thiiringen/
Germany, respectively, with about one fifth one third of the votes. Both parties are
openly pro-Putin and xenophobic, adopting an Orbanian strategy to undermine the
very foundation of the liberal democracy, not shying away from using Nazi-inspired
language. Forinstance, the AfD-leader Bjorn Hocke in Thiiringen promotes the idea of
deporting millions of people without German roots to an unspecified abroad,” and the
FPO's party leader Herbert Kickl aspires to be Austria’s Volkskanzler, an ambition and
term borrowed from Adolf Hitler.

Conspiracy theories are increasingly popular. Afresh one is that all these far-
right parties collaborate across Europe in an orchestrated but secret attempt to kill
the liberal democracy quickly by pushing parliament to the sideline by implementing
a crisis law as soon as they are in the power position to do so. By extending this crisis
law indefinitely, they can act however they wish without any effective democratic
control. This is daily practice in Hungary by now for many years. In the Netherlands,
Geert Wilders and his followers in cabinet and parliament were aggressively pushing
for a crisis law as well. They permanently refer to an asylum crisis, arguing that this
crisis can only be fought against effectively with the uncontrolled decisiveness legally
permitted under a crisis law. However, all experts (but these are hostile members
of the elite anyway, and hence do not have to be taken seriously) argue that a legal
case for such a law is impossible to make (see footnote 6], as evidence for the “special
circumstances” needed for that are nowhere to be seen. The asylum crisis is not due
to a “tsunami” of asylum-seekers,® but the result of the “deliberately created” lack
of sufficient reception capacity. This “deliberately created” is put between quotation

7 Similarly, an AfD member of Saksen-Anhalt's parliament referred to the famous Bauhaus
movement in architecture as an error and as inhumane, and to the Bauhaus artists as doubtful people
promoting alienation. Particularly when listening to the original argument in German, the resemblance

with the Nazi narrative of art being Entartet is crystal-clear.

8 Actually, the 2024 numbers are far below those of 2023.
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marks, as this cannot be proven to be the case - and hence is part of yet another
conspiracy theory. Clearly, expertise, facts, and “truths” (whatever that might be) are
irrelevant in the current-day political theater. It is all about emotions and narratives.
Many, particularly far-right, politicians promote one lie after the other among the
electorate. In line with this, the Dutch Prime-Minister Dick Schoof is not referring to
an asylum crisis per se, but to one that is experienced by the people. In the end, in the
modern day and age of the populist far right, words do count as much or even more
than deeds - before, during, and after elections. And this strategy is working out very
well.

Indeed, PopulList data clearly reveal an increasing popularity of the far right
across Europe (see https://popu-Llist.org). By mid-2024, about one in five European
voters drafted their support for a far-right political party, growing from 17.3 to 20.5
per cent in one year, coming from about 4 per cent in 2008 - a substantial and steady
increase indeed.” Knowing that the far right is not a fan of the liberal democracy as
a nation’s governance system, this immediately makes clear that we have a serious
issue here — a puzzle that deserves systematic analysis to deeply understand why and
how this is happening. Not surprisingly, the literature on this, across many disciplines,
is massive. In this book-length essay, my aim is to bring these scattered insights
together in an attempt to develop a comprehensive understanding of what goes on
here. Only then, we can hopefully identify what may be effective remedies to stop or,
preferably, reverse the creeping process of the erosion of liberal democracies.

9 The 2024 percentage is an update provided by the Dutch high-quality daily newspaper NRC,
published on July 24 2024 on pages 5 and 6. The data include all EU Member States except for Malta,
plus Great Britain, Iceland, Norway, and Switzerland. The data only involve national elections, and
not municipality or regional ones, nor those for the European Parliament. PopuList provides a list of
political parties classified as extreme or radical right. Recently established parties, such as Republika

in Slowakia and Velichie in Bulgaria, are not yet included.
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Reflection 1: The extreme right is right in the middle

Like most people, | always assumed that the extreme right (or radical right) is
located at the extreme right of the political spectrum. This is why they are called
the extreme right, right? Or far right, right? And they are more to the right than
mainstream right, right? However, according to the extreme right themselves,
| am completely wrong here. Paradoxically, in their view, they are located right
in the middle. This is the reason why, if | understand their logic correctly: The
extreme right divides humanity into two broad-stroke groups: producers and
parasites. On the one (good) hand, producers are the hardworking citizens who
produce goods - products and/or services - that keep the economy going, and
that really contribute to society. They serve meals in restaurants, they build new
houses, they brew beer, they care for the sick, they repair leakages, they construct
cars, they milk cows, and much more. They are the ones who produce economic
and societal value. On the other (bad) hand, parasites are all those in society not
contributing or producing anything. Those are the ones who collect benefits.
Those are the ones who are hanging in our streets. And many of those parasites
are immigrants, with or without permits. But not only the non-contributing and
non-producing poor are parasites, but the non-contributing and non-producing
very rich, too. The latter earn money with their money, without really contributing
or producing anything. Hence, society should not be visualized as a pyramid, but
as a barrel. The barrel is thick in the middle, with many producers, and thinner
at the bottom and top, with poor and rich parasites, respectively. Because the
extreme right fights for the interests of the produces, they are located right in
the middle. The extreme right is both anti-elite (the very rich, but also academics,
civil servants, journalists, and judges) and anti-“scum” (the very poor, among
whom many immigrants). Of course, the parasites metaphor is anything but
new. It has a long history. But with the rise of modern extreme right, this highly
discriminatory and inflammable discourse has made a comeback in the political
arena in liberal democracies, after decades of taboo since the defeat of Nazism.

Source: HoSang, D. M. & Lowndes, J. E. (2019). Producers, Parasites, Patriots: Race
and the new right-wing politics of precarity. Minneapolis, Minnesota: University of
Minnesota Press.




Alphabet of the far right in power

Giorgia Meloni, the rising star.
Outcompeting all others, by far.
Neofascism silenced into the unsaid.
Radical-right policies widespread.
The free press curtailed.
Family values hailed.

Giorgio Meloni, backtracking in time.
The modern rule of law as a crime.

Victor Orban, the far-right veteran.
With Putin as his major fan.

The illiberal democracy as his masterpiece.
Supporter of a total progressive freeze.
And of Jewish-Christian norms.

In pre-historic forms.

Victor Orban, backtracking in time.
The modern rule of law as a crime.

Donald Trump, fire-breathing aggressiveness.
Total lack of forgiveness.
Rambling revenge talk.
Capitol Hill walk.
Angry-looking criminal act.

Denier of any fact.

Donald Trump, backtracking in time.
The modern rule of law as a crime.

Geert Wilders, single-member party leader.
Discriminatory speech feeder.
Allimmigrants kicked out.

Much X filth spitted into the cloud.



Islamophobia his daily business.
Pureness instead of fuzziness.

Geert Wilders, backtracking in time.
The modern rule of law as a crime.

Backtracking in time with
Jimmi Akesson
Jair Bolsonaro,

Tino Chrupalla,
Santiago Abascal Conde,
Nigel Farage,
Robert Fico,

Tom Van Grieken,
Bjorn Hocke,
Jaroslaw Kaczynski,
Herbert Kickl,
Javier Milei,
Marine Le Pen,
Riikka Purra,

Alice Weidel,
and many copycats,
celebrating national purity,
aggressive clarity,
and a world without facts.
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1 The Slippery Slope

The case in Box 0.1 symbolizes what is happening across the world in liberal
democracies. In modern-day'® times, liberal democracies are in defense across planet
Earth. Not only have many countries that seemed to have turned to democracy after
the collapse of the Berlin Wall slipped back into a state of (full or semi-Jautocracy,
clear examples being Hungary, Russia and Slovakia (and, until recently, Poland), but
also are established democratic institutions in quite a few countries slowly being
eroded by populist-oriented regimes - a process being referred to as democratic
backsliding (or decline or erosion). All those closely following the news are very well
aware of this, being confronted with one bit of sign-on-the-wall news after the other
on an almost daily basis." This is not a development that kicked in only recently, but
one that is already evolving in the form of a creeping process over decades. Telling is
that a substantial literature has emerged on democratic backsliding within Europe,
analyzing the slow erosion of the rule of law across (too) many countries within the
European Union (see, e.g., Christopoulou, 2022; Grumbach, 2023; Lobina, 2023; Pech
& Scheppele, 2017; Sedelmeier, 2024). And this process of democratic decline is not
restricted to Europe, the US being another, and very worrying, example (see, e.g.,
Keck, 2024; Mickey, Levitisky, & Way, 2017; Waldner & Lust, 2018).

This is not only due to external pressures as a result of the new power play in
the context of geo-political rivalry, but also because of creeping internal democracy-
undermining processes. In this book-sized essay, | reflect on what may explain the
latter, developing the first building blocks of what | refer to as an ecological complexity
perspective. Without ignoring other explanatory factors, particularly three “external”
forces(i.e., the neo-liberalrevolution, Internettechnology, and economic globalization],
my main focus is on the subtle interplay between a crucial set of five interrelated
mechanisms. The first mechanism involves the overregulation that signals the State’s
distrust in citizens (and markets, paradoxically), being partly driven by a regulatory

10 The meaning of "modern” may be somehow obvious in daily language, it is not in the academic
literature. For one, what is modern today, is not-so-modern tomorrow. More importantly, there is a
massive literature reflecting on the meaning of modernity, which is a moving target, too (see, e.g., Beck,
Bonss, & Lau, 2003; Beck & Lau, 2005). | briefly reflect on this issue further down the line. Inevitably,
my use of “modern” is, therefore, time bound, referring to what is seen as modern in 2024 and 2025.
Frequently, therefore, | use “modern-day” rather than “modern”, to avoid any confusion (I hope).

11 For instance, read this and shudder: https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/19/magazine/stop-the-

steal.html. For recent data on the declining appetite for democracy, see https://www.pewresearch.
org/global/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2024/02/gap 2024.02.28 democracy-closed-end report.

pdf.
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control reflex of the ruling elite to any incident or issue. The second mechanism has to
do with the well-known explosive interaction between eligible and elected politicians,
on the one hand, and the hysteria-loving media, on the other hand. The third
mechanism relates to the complacent anger that is easily triggered in a population
pampered by a highly-developed Welfare State. The fourth mechanism is the well-
established inequality-increasing impact of decades of neo-liberal policies. The fifth
mechanism is driven by the isolating effect of the bubble-producing technology of the
social media. My claim is that these five main mechanisms are involved in a deadly
embrace, interacting iteratively and non-linearly in producing a downward spiral that
slowly Kills the liberal democracy as we know it.

In this essay, after setting the scene by (a) waving with six red flags, (b) by
reflecting on the meaning, position, and strategy of extreme, radical, and far right,
(c) by introducing three key external forces, and (d) by briefly presenting democratic
resilience as backsliding’s target, | will first introduce and discuss each of these five
mechanisms in turn, spelling out the underlying causal logic, illustrated with pieces
of available evidence. Although cross-referencing is not fully absent, by and large, my
focus is foremost on explaining each mechanism in isolation. Next, | will argue that in
order to fully understand the interactive interplay among and between this set of five
mechanisms (further fueled by external forces), we must adopt the comprehensive
lens of what | refer to as ecological complexity, combining insights from ecology and
complexity theories. Insodoing, | emphasize the non-linear dynamics and higher-order
interactions that characterize these democracy-eroding processes. Subsequently, |
reflect on a few turns that might be instrumental in restoring democratic resilience,
with specific attention to the ecological dynamics internal to the political system. After
that, again taking this ecological complexity lens, | will briefly list a few promising
future research opportunities, including an argument in favor of computer simulation
and machine learning as highly suitable analytical tools.

Figure 1 visualizes a very simple scheme that helps to structure my line of
argumentation. During the meandering development of my ditto reasoning, step by
step, | will further complicate' this scheme in a few additional figures. To bring my
argument to life, throughout this essay, | add boxes that illustrate my logic with real-
world examples, primarily but not exclusively from the Netherlands, | include exhibits
that introduce illustrative data, and | conclude chapters with free-floating reflections.

12 Although I will try to restrain myself, | cannot promise that | will not further complicate what | have
to say by inserting one hopefully informative footnote after the other. Actually, in this essay, quite a few
subtle complications are hidden in these footnotes. Still, not being a legal scholar, | have good hopes

that the number and length of my footnotes will stay below a manageable ceiling.
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Moreover, after presenting the core of my argument, | will take a step back to reflect
on a few broader issues that might well add further complexity to an already complex
argument. Specifically, | will briefly think through the potential impact of deeper
cultural change, as captured by the term of “immediacy”, as well as the normative
implication of cultural absolutism versus relativism."

Figure 1: The ecological complexity model of democracy’s demise

THREE FORCES
1 Neo-liberal revolution
2 Internet technologies

3 Economic globalization

l+

+ +
FIVE MECHANISMS —> Support for —> Democratic
. . extreme and backsliding
Distrustful overregulation . .
radical right process

1

2 Media hysteria backsliding
3 Complacent anger
4

Polarizing inequality
inequality

5 Bubbling isolation

13 Myargumentis not without repetition, perhaps even to the extent that | might be accused of having
included too many redundancies. However, | do this on purpose, not only to benefit from the power of
repetition, but particularly so to signpost the many cross-relationships.
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Reflection 2: It’s all behavior, stupid

Clearly, a liberal democracy can only survive if the politicians and voters behave
accordingly. In this essay, much text will be devoted to seemingly “hard” and
“factual” arguments. For instance, | will discuss the rule of law’s foundation,
the Trias Politica, that is so elegantly backed up by institutional guardrails that
seem to be solid proof on paper. However, in daily practice, politicians and their
voters can quite easily transform such guardrails in puppet-like marionets that
are not taken seriously at all, but are rather used as a pubic to hide the autocratic
behavior that is actually ruling the country. On paper, countries such as Hungary
and Russia still have all traditional guardrails of a liberal democracy in place.
Elections are still organized, a Constitution is still written in beautiful language, a
judiciary is still judging, newspapers are still printed on a daily basis, universities
are still populated by students and teachers, et cetera. But behind this facade,
the liberal democracy is absolutely dead (or morsdood in Dutch, a more powerful
word). In the end, only actual behavior does really count. A liberal democracy
does not come like manna from the sky. It needs permanent maintenance, by
all involved, on a daily basis. It requires responsibility. Those in charge should
behave with decency and respect. They should be willing to engage in dialogues.
They must seek compromise. They should accept losses. Their language must
be devoid of hostile aggressiveness. Facts should matter, as should expertise.
So, a liberal democracy comes with a critical set of behavioral norms and values.
Of course, emotions cannot be ignored. And of course, narratives and rhetoric
are important. But key is to handle these carefully through the lens of liberal
democracy’s norms and values of compromise, dialogue, respect, and tolerance.
When these norms and values are undermined by aggressive hostility, by fact-
free rhetoric, by worshipping violence, and by disrespectful narratives, the end of
liberal democracies can be celebrated (at least, by autocrats, and the far left and
right), regardless of the rule of law’s guardrails that are formally still in place. In
the end, it's all behavior, stupid.
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Tone of voice

The birth of brutalization.
The end of civilization.
Tolerance out of the window.
Democracy a lonely widow.

Politics in liberal democracies,
regressing to playground culture.
Mimicking autocracies,
behaving like a vulture.

Own country first.
Evidence last.
Revolution fast.
Insatiable hard-hearted thirst.

Brutalization as signature mark.
No spitting language too stark.

Personal attacks on opponents.
Orchestrated with proponents.

Fake parliament.
Criminal journalists.
Witch politicians.
Scum foreigners.
Woke lefties.
Lying scientists.
Self-enriching elite.

Nazi-echoes.
Umvolkung.
Ligenpresse
Volkstod.
Abwehrkampf.
Linksgrin versiff.
SS Helden.
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Respectful dialogue killed.
Closet with enemies fully filled.
The rule of dictatorship.

The culture of personal worship.

The will of the people on top.
Minorities marginalized.
Foreigners criminalized.

On immigration a complete stop.

Politics in illiberal democracies,
Nullifying any opposition.
All very akin to autocracies.
The art of manipulation.

The birth of brutalization.
The end of civilization.
A world of discrimination.

The rule of frustration
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2 Six Red Flags

In advance, | would like to make six remarks to clarify the nature of my contribution
in order to avoid any misunderstanding. First, although | will try to come up with a
positivistand objective analysis, based on (slices of) the factual evidence and theoretical
logic | happen to be aware of, it cannot be denied that my normative and subjective
position is very clear. As is the case in much of the social sciences, undoubtedly,
my normative view will shine through my positivist reasoning, and frequently quite
explicitly and fiercely so:' | regard the backsliding of liberal democracies as highly
problematic, as any form of autocracy or illiberalism comes with sneaky damage to
the fundamental human rights that we should cherish, in my view [and, but this of
secondary importance, a damaging impact on the economy; see, e.g., Bellodi, Morelli,
& Vannoni (2024) on this]." Hence, those readers who do not like work that does not
take a clear a positivist stance, or who prefer to see the opposite normative position
being defended, are advised to put this essay aside.

Second, as far as | am aware, the full logic implied by my quite comprehensive
(I hope) reasoning has not yet been theoretically developed or empirically tested before,
along the way systematically accounting for all complex and subtle iterative and non-Llinear
feedback loops. However, for sure, much evidence can be found out there in a variety of
literatures across many different disciplines regarding many bits and pieces of the full set
of causal chains and correlational associations. Hence, in this essay, | cannot but engage
in cherry-picking by selectively referring to piecemeal chunks of evidence and theory,
leaving a comprehensive development and test of the full theory for future research.”

Third, this is an essay, albeit a lengthy one, and not a standard research

14  For instance, my use of quotation marks is oftentimes heavily biased, clearly signaling my

normative stance on the matter.

15 Many across history and across the globe take a different normative view, preferring non-
democratic governance regimes. Along the way, | will refer to one example after the other. For instance,
an academic argument is that a country can be too large and/or may be home to too much heterogeneity
for effective democratic ruling, from the perspective of both conflict avoidance and economic growth,
implying that more can be expected from a benevolent dictatorship regime (see, e.g., Ringen, 2016; Sen
et al., 2018]). And within the “"democratic camp”, Victor Orban and his supporters would argue in favor
of illiberal democracies, for reasons very different from the ones emphasized by proponents of liberal
democracies (e.g., Gratton & Lee, 2024; Zakaria, 1997). In this essay, | start from a different normative
platform, and will not directly engage with this wider debate in any depth. However, at the back end of

this essay, | will briefly reflect on the issue of cultural relativism.

16 Evenbyapplying this selective cherry-picking strategy | could not avoid that this book-sized essay

includes a reference list that explodes beyond reasonable bounds.
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report, as | would have drafted after a systematic modeling effort and/or a careful
empirical study. In many of the social sciences, the format of the full research report
is the dominant standard for many decades by now, oftentimes implying that the
essay or essai has been pushed toward (or even beyond) the fringes of our scientific
communities, not being considered to be a solid piece of research, but rather a
belch of scientific journalism, at best. Indeed, an essay is very different in purpose
and tone versus a standard research report, having a more playful and speculative
character, not shying away from making strong or even speculative claims, which is
also reflected in the style of writing that tends to be more literary, and occasionally
even somewhat poetic'” and provocative in nature (Wijnberg & van Witteloostuijn,
2024; van Witteloostuijn, 2024)."® However, | cannot but agree wholeheartedly with
Delbridge, Suddaby, and Harley (2016) that we should revalue the essay as a format
complementary to the traditional research report. Doing so could well free playful
creativity and solid speculation from the straitjacket of the rather boring standard, and
highly regulated, research report."”

Fourth, my next red flag relates to yet another normative stance taken in this
essay. My argument hinges on the assumption that the current process of democratic
backsliding, particularly in the West, is caused by the extreme and radical right, jointly
referred to as the far right.2® This assumption is time-bound. In principle, the extreme
andradical leftisequally good ateroding the rule of lawand liberal democracies (Polga-
Hecimovich, 2022), as is religious extremism (cf. Fossati, 2024), as we can witness
in countries such as Venezuela (Galavis, 2020) and Iran (Razavi, 2006), respectively.
However, for reasons beyond the scope of this essay, the Zeitgeist is such that the
role of the far left and religious extremism is marginal (albeit certainly not absent

17 Poetic inquiry is a method of qualitative research in which writing poems is used to both collect
and create data, and to produce a research outcome [see, e.g., Faulkner, 2019a, b; Cloud & Faulkner,
2019; Geers, 2024). A specific category of poetic inquiry involves activism: “One reason scholars use
poetry in their work is the power of poetry as a means to engage a political voice. Poetic inquiry can be
an active response to social issues, a political commentary, and a call to action” (Faulkner, 2019b: xi;
cited in Geers, 2024: 3).

18 As, given the modern-day culture of immediacy (see further down the line], | am not averse to a

healthy dose of self-promotion, the number of self-references is cheeky high.

19 So, my ambition stillis to come up with a string of arguments that signal, by and large, a degree of

scholarly rigor after all.

20 And there are more labels circulating across the world, a prominent example being alt-right.
To avoid a bombardment of different labels, only producing confusion without signaling meaningful

differences, I try to stick to the adjectives extreme, far and radical.
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altogether), at least in the West, whereas the influence of the extreme or radical right
is very large, and increasing rapidly.?! In that sense, the 2020s are very different from,
say, the 1970s. Hence, in my argumentation spelled out below, the role of right-wing
populism is key. Would | have written this essay in the 1970s, my anchor of the location
of current extremist politics should have been different. Actually, what is meant by
terms like “left” and “right” or “conservative” or “liberal” does change over time. For
instance, one could well argue that the far right is anything but conservative, as they
seek to radically break up the status quo of the liberal democracy.

Fifth, a follow-up remark has to do with a possible explanation as to why
(extreme and radical] right-wing political parties are doing so well in so many
elections across so many countries, and hence what might explain this Zeitgeist
where left-wing (extreme and radical) parties have been pushed to the margin, by and
large, notwithstanding widespread dissatisfaction with the economic circumstances
(particularly increasing inequality, as discussed in detail below), which clearly used to
be - and stillis - their core selling point. Here, the recent study of Gildron (2022) is very
insightful. In his extensive ten-country study of mass attitudes within Western Europe
in the period from 1990 to 2017, he takes voters’ left versus right-wing preferences
regarding cultural and economic issues as the central pair of independent variables,
with the actual vote as the dependent variable. Strikingly, he finds that voters tend to
only support a left-wing party if they have a left-wing position on both sets of issues.
Being right wing on just one of both sets of issues suffices, on average, to vote for a
right-wing party.?? Ceteris paribus, this implies that right-wing parties can benefit from
a major competitive advantage in their fight against the left, explaining the overall
tendency toward leaning to the right. When discussing the position and strategy of the
far right and what can be done to stop the process of democratic backsliding further
down the line, | will briefly return to this important finding.

21 In a way, we see a cyclical pattern here. Many will argue that the dominance of the right comes
after a period of dominance of the left. So, Donald Trump is a response to the disappointment in Barack
Obama, or the neo-Lliberal revolution of the 1980s is a right-wing reaction to the left-wing dominance in
the 1960s and 1970s. | briefly return to this cycle of responses to disappointment at the back end of this

essay.

22 More can be said about this. For instance, the new electoral winning strategy of the populist
radical right is argued to be a combination of welfare chauvinism, cultural conservatism, and anti-
establishment rhetoric (see, e.g., Rydgren, 2007). Doing so effectively splits the left-wing vote, drawing
the working class to the radical [or extreme) right. This strategy has become even more effective with
theincreased salience of the cultural dimension of political competition. This new strategy of the radical
right replaced the old one, which combined cultural conservatism with economic neo-liberalism (see,
e.g., Kitschelt, 2007). | briefly return to this issue below.
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Sixth, a final remark follows from my fourth reflection: In my argumentation
below, democratic backsliding and the support for the far right frequently take turns
as the key “dependent variable”. This follows from the above, and this is visualized
in Figure 1: The increased and increasing influence of extreme and radical right
across liberal democracies, particularly when finding their way into government, is
the “mediation variable” between the three external forces and five mechanisms, on
the one hand, and democratic backsliding processes, on the other hand - at least,
in the modern-day times of the 21t century, and in the West.?® | use these quotation
marks because this is an essay mainly using natural language as its analytical and
communicative workhorse, so employing terminology from the quantitative empirical

research tradition is, strictly speaking, not really appropriate.

23  But there are exceptions to this rule, of course, where the extreme or radical left is driving
democratic backsliding, Venezuelabeingan example. However, within modern-day liberaldemocracies,
far-left parties generally (a) are marginal and (b] do not actively promote an agenda of democratic
backsliding.
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Righter than right

What is more radical than extreme?
What is more extreme than radical?
How radical is the extreme right?
How extreme is the radical right?
Is radical in fact extreme?

Is extreme in fact radical?

How far right is extreme right?
How radical is the far right?
How far right is the radical right?
How extreme is the far right?
How far should right be to be extreme?
How far should right be to be radical?

Questions looking for answers.

Academic questions,
Practical answers.

The extreme right is radical.
The radical right is extreme.
The far right is radical.

The far right is extreme.

All true on the ground.

All a fact of political life.

All with the same effect.

All creating the same deep wound.
An open wound in liberal democracies.
Fatal and deadly, perhaps.

Answers uninterested in questions.

Dividing society in two camps.
Friends, lured with simple nonsense.
Enemies, to be attacked personally.
Fake reality as philosophy.
Simplicity as logo.
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Polarization as business model.
Shortsightedness as vision.
Brutal egoism as morality.
Aggressiveness as strategy.
Eroding democracy as mission.
Tolerance for violence as tactic.
Embracing the center right as KPI.

Facts eroding society.
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3 Polarizing Right

3.1 Definitional ambiguity

The sixth red flag asks for further discussion. The issue that | reflect upon in this essay
is very complex indeed, as | will argue along the way, time and again. It immediately
starts with a subtle definitional issue. What is the difference between the extreme
and radical right? And how do both relate to other forms and shapes of the political
right, or to other political-social movements, such as fascism, nativism, Nazism, and
populism? Mudde (2016) argues that the extreme right rejects the democratic rules of
the game, whereas the radical right still plays within the boundaries of the democratic
playground.?* If | would adopt this pair of definitions, the theorized mediation link
between the extreme right and democratic backsliding becomes close to tautological
indeed. Still, | decided to use both adjectives - extreme and radical - in front of “right”
interchangeably, referring to either and both as the far right, because distinguishing
between both types of the right is not so easy in practice. Actually, a deep reflection
on these definitional and classification issues would require an essay of its own (see,
e.g., Zaslove, 2009) - too much of a distraction in a book-sized essay that is already
full of distractions anyway. In the context of this essay, key is the observation that
both the extreme and radical right actively contribute to democratic backsliding as an
important element of their political agenda (albeit oftentimes implicitly so).

Ironically, the use of the right adjective for the far right comes very precise,
particularly within the camp of the far right itself - a delicate issue indeed. Take the
case of the Dutch PVV, again (see Box 0.1). The recently elected Chair of the Dutch
Second Chamber - Martin Bosma - is a prominent representative of the PVV fraction,
being a member of the Dutch Second Chamber since 2006. In this new capacity of
parliamentary Chair, he recently intervened in a debate to prohibit a member of the
opposition (Volt's party leader Maurice Dassen) to refer to the PVV as extreme right,
using the argument that this would incorrectly suggest a link with Nazism. However,
the PVV's party leader regularly uses language that cannot but be seen as extreme
right, squarely attacking the rule of law [e.g., referring to the Second Chamber as a
“fake parliament” (nepparlement), to journalists as “scum” (tuig van de richel), and to
judges as being politically motivated through a social-liberal lens (Déé-judges]]. Other

24 This relates to yet another definitional complexity: Is there agreement on the precise nature
of these democratic rules of the game? For instance, Victor Orban promotes the idea of an illiberal
democracy, whichis clearly opposed against the liberal variant. Below, | discuss my anchor: democratic

resilience. In the context of this essay, this will hopefully suffice.
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prominent examples are Giorgia Meloni in Italy and Marine Le Pen in France, and how
they handle the discussion regarding the characterization and classification of their
Italian and French political party, respectively.

Giorgia Meloni’s Fratelli d’ltalia is yet another appearance, after yet another
name change, of yet another political party that emerged from the fascist heritage
of Benito Mussolini. However, notwithstanding the use of a fascist symbol in Fratelli
d’ltalia’s flag, Giorgia Meloni forcefully and very vocally opposes against any
association of her party with fascism.? Similarly, Marine Le Pen has not only changed
the name of her political party from Front National into Rassemblement National, but
also has expelled her father Jean-Marie Le Pen [the late founder of Front National)
from Rassemblement National in an attempt to disassociate herself and her party
from Nazism.? Recently, Marine Le Pen initiated the removal of the German Alternative
fir Deutschland (AfD) from the Identity and Democracy (ID) fraction in the European
Parliament for the very same reason.?” Generally, different parties within the
broader far-right movement can be very different indeed. For example, the German
AfD and Hungarian Fidesz are pro-Putin, which is against the sore leg of the French
Rassemblement National and Italian Fratelli d'ltalia. But in the European Parliament,
the French Rassemblement National is member of the ID fraction, whereas Fratelli
d’ltaliais the leading party in the European Conservatives and Reformists (ERC] group.

Indeed, the fragmentation of the far right, internationally but also within
many countries, is a roadblock to power in many nation-states. And even when in
power, this fragmentation is a lingering threat for the far right. The case of Italy is
illustrative, where competition between Meloni’s Fratelli d’ltalia and Salvini's Lega
may well undermine the stability of the ruling coalition. Here, too, we observe large
cross-country differences. For instance, in the US, Donald Trump can benefit from
what is basically a far-right monopoly position. An interesting hypothesis is that the

likelihood of democratic backsliding is negatively associated with the far right's degree

25 Another prominent example is Donald trump. During the lead-up to his landslide victory early
November 2024, he was accused of being a fascist by a few of his prominent employees during his first

term. Subsequently, Kamala Harris echoed this accusation.

26 In many countries, the far right is extremely dynamic and fragmented. For instance, the cousin of
Marine Le Pen, Marion Maréchal, was active in her aunt’s political party until 2019, but switched to Eric
Zemmour's Reconquéte in 2022; in the Netherlands, Thierry Baudet's FvD succeeded in leapfrogging
the PVV to a position even more extreme (or radical] on the left-right axis; Belgian Vlaams Blok had to

change its name into Vlaams Belang after a judicial ban; et cetera.

27 This further added to the far right’s fragmentation, as the AfD joined political parties such as the

Hungarian Fidesz and Dutch PVVin a new (third far-right) family in the European Parliament.
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of fragmentation. If so, a victory of Donald Trump may be much more consequential
than Giorgia Meloni’s ruling in Italy (even after correcting for both countries’ different
position in the world of global power]).

In the context of the current essay, a key undercurrent of similarity
characterizing this stream of far-right turbulence is essential: explicitly or implicitly,
the far right handles the rule of law and the principles of the liberal democracy rather
or very loosely. Telling is, euphemistically speaking, the critical attitude of far-right
parties regarding the free press (“woke lefties”) and independent judiciary (“liberal
judges”). Indeed, along the way, | refer to many examples of the extreme or radical
right eroding the free press and independent judiciary when in power, Hungary and
Poland being “classic” cases by now. Through the lens of this essay’s line of reasoning,
this undercurrent suffices to further ignore, by and large, all the subtle arguments
regarding the many differences and similarities within the far-right political family
(or rather, far-right political families - plural]. What perhaps may be referred to as

polarizing right” is evidently not a fan of the liberal democracy.

3.2 Fundamental advantages

Aclassicargumentis that democratic backsliding could emerge in liberal democracies
due tothe failure of the political center (and left) to effectively deal with the deep worries
of a large part of the electorate (see, e.g., Grzymala-Busse, 2019; Mudde, 2016). The
ruling elite lost touch with the labor or working class? - or “the will of the people”, in
the far right’s narrative - and started to implement policies that served the rich(er)
well at the expense of the poor(er), so this standard argument goes. In the political
arena, cosmopolitism crowded out the local interests of a large majority in national
societies. However, to me, this argument is way too simple, as will become clear whilst
developing my full line of argumentation below. It is not that the center and left have no
part to play in the explanation of democratic demise at all; they are not fully innocent
- absolutely not. | will briefly reflect on this issue further down the line. However, due
to at least two intrinsic characteristics of the far right, and one of the electorate, the
“competitive battle” is highly asymmetric. In the terminology of business competition,
the far right can benefit from a powerful sustainable competitive advantage (Barney,
2001). The advantage that originates at the side of the electorate, is already discussed
above: Gildron's (2022] finding that voters tend to only support a left-wing party when
they have a left-wing position on both cultural and economic issues. This leaves the

28 “Labor” and "working” are both highly inappropriate adjectives in front of class, as if all those in
other classes are not involved in labor or are not working, but these are standard labels across the
literature and in daily practice. Hence, | stick to both as well, using them interchangeably.
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pair located at the side of far-right political parties to be discussed here, briefly.

A first intrinsic characteristic of the far right is what Hannah Arendt (see,
e.g., Frazer & Hutchings, 2008; Villa, 2000) famously referred to as brutalization,
specifically regarding the tone of voice. What is very worrying, is that the press
quickly keeps up with the new and very brutal tone of the far right.2? Shouting takes
the place of listening. Aggressiveness crowds out politeness. Personal attacks are
normalized. Threats are common, including ones suggesting that the use of violence
is permitted. Democratic values are systematically discredited and undermined.
Emotions push facts into the realm of irrelevance. Et cetera. The role of language
cannot be overestimated. By persistently corrupting language society is receiving little
doses of cultural arsenic, poisoning the political discourse by dismantling respect and
tolerance - two essential behavioral and cultural ingredients of a well-functioning and
resilient (liberal) democracy. What is currently happening in Germany, the country
with a massive post-Nazism trauma, is a frightening example. The AfD and many
smaller Nazi-loving parties aggressively promote the use of phrases and words such
as Lugenpresse (lying press), Volkstod (people’s death), Abwehrkampf (defense battle),
Wir werde sie jagen! (we will hunt them down!), and links-griin versiff (left-green filth).
In German, with echoes from the 1930s and 1940s, this horrible language is even more
horrifying and painful than in English. But this does not imply that in countries with
non-German languages the danger of brutalization should be disregarded as unlikely
or relatively mild. Carefully listening to Donald Trump’s language is a clear case in
point, spreading hatred, ostentatious lies, and evident bullshit without any serious
pushback from within his own Republican Party or right-leaning media. By now, even
routinely criminalizing opponents seems to have been normalized, at least at the far
extremes of the political spectrum.

The second intrinsic characteristic of the far right is disrespect for the rule
of law (see, e.g., Laurent & Scheppele, 2017; Mudde 2019). It is not only that they do not
care; far more radical (or extreme], they promote to move away from key principles
of this rule of law. With an appeal to the freedom of speech, far-right political parties

29 There might be different reasons for this. An obvious one is that at least part of the press simply
sides with