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Political Extremism in Democracies



Toleration is good for all, or it is good for none.

Edmund Burke, 1773



PREFACE

is book is the result of more than a decade of professional
interest in politics at the edges of European party systems.
In an era in which scholarship on Europe has largely focused
on the region’s integration and presumed harmonization, what has
impressed and troubled me the most has been the persistence of differ-
ence. Democracies cultivate and defend difference, but difference —if
strategically harnessed—can traumatize democracy. Difference can be
benign and even healthy, but it can also entail rejection and a return to
past practices that have torn societies apart. Europe’s polities—while
certainly not alone—struggle with double-edged historical legacies.
The European identity is one that can rightly lay claim to distinc-
tively advancing democratic ideals and practices across centuries; at
the same time, however, it cannot hide from a past also marked by
intolerance, xenophobia, persecution, and even genocide. History
shapes the contemporary political terrain, and almost all twenty-first-
century European democracies have witnessed the rise and sustained
electoral success of one or more parties deemed to be too extreme by
the existing political establishment. Such parties—“pariahs” we shall
call them—challenge many of our cherished assumptions about the
virtues of proportional representation electoral systems, about the
presumed moderating effects of incumbency, and about the ability of
pluralistic societies to accommodate popular but unsavory messages.
For the scholar of comparative politics, the study of pariah parties lies
at the intersection of key theoretical and even philosophical debates;
equally important, it also connects with substantively meaningful
and enduring realities of modern governance.

My journey of exploration on this topic began (as it likely did for
many others) with the reading of Herbert Kitschelt’s The Radical Right
in Western Europe (1995). That book generated enthusiasm for theoret-
ically inspired and empirically rich research on political extremism
for a new generation of comparativists. Where I ultimately deviated
from Kitschelt and from most of the cohort publishing subsequently
in his tradition was that, instead of focusing on the admittedly
important effort to categorize and explain the rise of radical parties,
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my research passion was in categorizing and explaining responses by
other parties to the success of such pariahs. I owe much of that early
decision to an invitation from Amatai Etzioni to present my work at
a panel on “The Rise of the Right in Europe: What is to be Done?”
at the Annual Meeting of the American Sociological Association in
2001. That conference and my ensuing research projects forced me at
each new occasion to reconcile a pressing call for policy prescription
with the social scientist’s obligation to remain neutral and analyti-
cal. Indeed, my treatment of political extremism in the present book
embraces the role of the neutral social scientist without shying away
from the fact that more normative concerns inspired the original
research questions. Real-world observations continue to reinforce
the need for social scientific attention to political extremism within
democracies; nowhere was this more evident than in July 2011, when
as this book neared its completion a Norwegian lashing out against
multiculturalism murdered 77 people in one of that country’s—any
country’s—darkest national tragedies. While nonviolent but intol-
erant parties could not be directly blamed for the actions of a mass
murderer, much of the public debate following the killings focused
on the roles played by such parties in mainstreaming rejectionist
philosophies. That process of mainstreaming and legitimating, some
observers were quick to conclude, can embolden others in society
who are bent on destruction.

As will be explained at length in the pages that follow, the use of
“pariah” in this book is indicative of the recognition that “radical” or
“extreme” may at times be unnecessarily laden with pejorative inter-
pretations. “Pariah” is an empirical condition—that is, initial ostra-
cism by the political establishment—that can be employed without
suggesting any judgment on a party’s ideological or programmatic
merit. When this condition intersects with illiberal programs, we are
likely to witness democracy’s painful paradox of deciding whether to
tolerate the intolerant. The necessity of charting reactions to that
paradox provides special motivation to the observer of European
political parties; yet, the underlying research questions and theoreti-
cal treatment are also intended to appeal more generally to students
of comparative party systems and democracy regardless of region.

Additional inspiration for this book is owed to the participants
who attended a multidisciplinary conference I hosted in Atlanta
on “Democracy and Extremism.” That event in June 2008 brought
together researchers from across the country and across the globe to
wrestle with the problematic interplay between these two concepts.
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Among those participants, I should single out several—Tim Bale,
Miroslav Mares, Gur Bligh, Joel Olson, Ben Bowyer, and David
Art—whose work has proven instructive for my own. So, too, should
recognition go to the panelists and audiences at numerous academic
conferences who provided insights and helpful criticism, includ-
ing a Cas Mudde-led panel at the 2007 American Political Science
Association (APSA) annual meeting, as well as those who orga-
nized and participated in the panel on “Legal Responses to Political
Extremism” at the 2011 APSA annual meeting. The opportunity to
exchange ideas with other scholars working in this area—including
on that occasion Michael Minkenberg, Giovanni Capoccia, and
Joost van Spanje—is invaluable.

In writing this book, I have incurred many debts. I am grate-
ful to my faculty colleagues and graduate students at Georgia State
University who have provided the intellectual stimulation needed
to think critically about this topic. Here I acknowledge the diligent
work of Veronica Armendariz, Shannon Jones, and Vanja Petricevic
who served as graduate research assistants at various stages of the
project’s development. Conduct and production of this study was no
easy feat, especially while chairing a major academic department,
codirecting a new Center for Human Rights and Democracy, launch-
ing international programs in both France and the United Kingdom,
and then movinginto a new position as associate dean. I am fortunate
to have had the support of two Deans, first Lauren Adamson and
now William Long, as well as my fellow associate deans (MaryAnn
Romski, Carol Winkler, and Chuck Derby) who made it both easy
and gratifying to be a research-active scholar/administrator.

Over the course of my research, Georgia State University gener-
ously funded three successive International Strategic Initiative Grants
so that I could travel to study democracy and extremism in South
Africa, Northern Ireland, France, and Germany. The University’s
Research Conference Support Grants Program also funded con-
ferences on “Democracy and Extremism” as well as “Immigration
Policy and Human Rights” that helped shape and reshape my think-
ing on the topic of this book. I should also thank the many elected
officials and party representatives from across Europe who shared
observations, preferences, and information that supplied both back-
ground context and empirical fodder for the analysis presented here.
In researching this book I have enjoyed the good fortune to spend
extended time in the key battlegrounds contested by pariah parties—
most especially France, Germany, Denmark, Belgium, and the United
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Kingdom. Special appreciation goes to my colleagues and friends in
Strasbourg, France, which has become a preferred base from which
to conduct research. I should also thank the anonymous peer review-
ers who provided constructive feedback on the manuscript in its
many early forms; the final product is, I am convinced, that much
stronger for having received such good input. I am likewise grateful
to Robyn Curtis, Matthew Kopel, and the editorial and production
teams at Palgrave Macmillan for their early and sustained support of
this project.

This book is deservedly dedicated to my family. To my parents,
who first introduced me to Europe, I owe my original passion for the
region and for its history. Despite my protracted periods absorbed in
research, travel, and writing, my wife Kim refused to formally des-
ignate me a pariah. For that, she has my enduring gratitude. For my
children, Rachel and Bradley, I hope political science can provide
the world—their world—with knowledge and understanding to help
overcome democracy’s vulnerabilities and imperfections.

William M. Downs
Atlanta, October 2011
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CHAPTER 1

PARIAHS IN THEIR MIDST:
ORGANIZED EXTREMISM AND
THE PROBLEM OF TOLERANCE IN
CONTEMPORARY DEMOCRACIES

If an extremist group does have a substantial part of the votes, denying
it representation is as silly as an ostrich’s sticking his bead in the sand.
It is said that “the best way to discredit a fool is to hire him a hall.” And
if, as sometimes happens, a “faddist” or “extremist” turns out to be not
a fool but a wise man ahead of his time, then too the best thing to do is
to hire him a hall.

—George H. Hallett Jr., 1940

It’s very important for the future of the political culture bere in the
Czech Republic. It will set the boundaries for the political activities of
extremist parties. It provides a clear distinction on what is acceptable
and what is against the law, which are mostly the acts of violence but
also the xenophobic rbetoric and the racist and anti-Semitic statements
of the party members.

—Vojtéch Simicek, 2010

Head of Czech Republic’s Supreme Administrative Court,

on that country’s first-ever verdict outlawing a political party*

is book addresses a crucial question of contemporary pol-
itics: how do democracies resolve the paradox of having to
tolerate the intolerant in their midst? Specifically, when
political “extremists”—organized into parties that compete openly
and successfully in democratic elections—enter the conventional
institutional arena, how do mainstream actors react? Established
democracies founded on principles of free voice and open competi-
tion typically struggle with how best to cope with pariah parties that
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ostensibly play by the rules of the democratic game but then espouse
exclusivist and rejectionist positions. Indeed, cross-national evidence
demonstrates significant variation in responses to such apparently
illiberal parties, from calculated disregard to outright bans. The
results of those actions appear to likewise vary in dramatic ways, at
some times successfully containing the perceived threat while at oth-
ers seeming only to fuel its further growth. Although considerable
research has already been published looking at the historical, socio-
logical, and economic conditions that help explain the resurgence and
persistence of party-based extremism (especially the far-right variant)
in Western democracies, we presently know remarkably little about
the relationship between democracy and efforts to combat extrem-
ism. Understanding how democracies respond to party-based extrem-
ism, and with what consequences, constitutes the central objective of
this book.

We presently lack a theoretical framework for understanding the
strategic responses of democracies confronting threats from parties
on the fringes. What matters most when shaping strategy toward
pariah parties? How are concerns for principle balanced against the
drive for power? How do the size and polarization of the party sys-
tem influence outcomes? Similarly, does state structure (e.g., unitary/
federal as well as parliamentary/presidential forms) play a determina-
tive role? How far do democratic systems go to protect themselves
against political parties bent on destroying democracy (or at least
depriving select groups from enjoying democratic rights)? Indeed,
when is democracy itself compromised by efforts to contain and cur-
tail putatively undemocratic forces? These questions are salient for
even the most well-established democratic systems, and they also
speak directly to party systems in nascent democracies across the
globe.

This book argues an approach that privileges the explanatory
power of three factors—namely, historical context, institutional set-
ting, and competing visions of democracy. History can cast a long
shadow, and it may fundamentally define the magnitude of threat
posed by a pariah party. Perceptions of risk and threat could, in turn,
be determinative in shaping strategic responses by traditional par-
ties and state authorities to new or resurgent extremist parties. Yet,
“history” is much maligned by some contemporary comparative poli-
tics scholars, casting it as a residual variable that helps only to account
for whatever “noise” may remain in a given dataset. The power of
the past to explain the present is, then, contested. Alternatively, we
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can gauge the impact of different snstitutional arrangements (e.g., elec-
toral rules, territorial division of power, size, and polarization of
party system) on the choices made by those responding to pariahs.
The institutional approach appeals to many because it facilitates
prescriptions—change this rule, alter that institution and the threat
is contained. Explanatory power thus becomes the ability to render
change. However, detractors contend that overreliance on structure
as the source of explanation smacks of a determinism that fails to
account for changes over time within the same institutional setting.
The relative analytical weight of institutional arrangements, like
that of history, is therefore uncertain. Finally, the book juxtaposes
two competing visions of democracy—procedural and substantive—to
acknowledge that rival expectations may lead to different outcomes.
If the dominant view of democracy is one in which institutional
arrangements and the framework of decision-making cannot pre-
scribe the content of decisions (i.e., procedural democracy), then the
tolerance of intolerance may be greater than if the dominant view is
one wherein repressive force by the state in the name of democracy
is encouraged (i.e., substantive democracy). Individual-level percep-
tions, preferences, and choices are then important complements to
context and structure. The theoretical goal of Political Extremism in
Democracies: Combating Intolerance is to bring these three classes of
variables together in a meaningful and complementary fashion.

The book’s empirical focus is broadly comparative, but it draws
first and most widely on Europe. There the historical legacy of party-
based extremism casts a particularly long shadow, with twentieth-
centurylessons from therise of fascist nationalsocialism still remark-
ably salient. Germany, France, the United Kingdom, Belgium,
Denmark, Austria, Sweden, and Switzerland are among those coun-
tries where this central paradox of democracy—whether and how
to tolerate the intolerant—still animates contemporary politics. So,
too, in the Netherlands, where a June 2010 parliamentary election
saw dramatic gains for the Freedom Party and its anti-immigrant,
anti-Muslim message. Likewise in the “new” Europe at the conti-
nent’s center and east, discontent has manifested as successful par-
ty-based extremism. From Slovakia to Hungary and the Balkans,
we find examples of parties that propagate mistrust of democracy
combined with the electorally potent mix of racism, xenophobia,
and anti-Semitism. Few if any existing works provide comparative
assessments of the outcomes of strategies designed to combat pariah
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parties, and as such this book stands to make a significant empirical
contribution.

This introductory chapter presents the book’s core questions,
with the overarching puzzle being the issue of how democratic polit-
ical systems respond to organized and successful extremist parties
that operate within the rules of the democratic system to achieve
what may seem to be less-than-democratic objectives. The subsid-
iary questions taken up are then detailed: How does a democratic
political establishment seek to understand the sources of support for
extremism? How does it use the tools available to it (electoral rules,
legal restrictions, education, media, and economic incentives) to
try and counter, contain, and roll back extremist parties? Does the
relationship between democracy and extremism vary in meaning-
fully consistent ways across countries? Finally, how big and pressing
a threat is party-based extremism to democracy (in both established
and nascent state forms)? In presenting these questions, this opening
chapter also establishes the core working definitions of (in)tolerance,
extremism, and pariab party.

Research Questions in Context

We can best illustrate the salience of the research puzzles driv-
ing this book by briefly highlighting four contemporary cases. We
look first at the banning of a small and electorally unsuccessful far-
right party in the Czech Republic. A second example is provided
by Belgium, which demonstrates the difficulties of isolating a large
and widely popular far-right party through a cordon sanitaire. Nick
Griffin and the British National Party (BNP) supply a third case,
suggesting important questions about the intervening influence of
electoral system type on the “defensiveness” of democracy’s response
to party-based intolerance. Finally, we draw attention to controver-
sial allegations that Norway’s tradition of tolerating a party with
rejectionist tendencies helped foster an environment of hate that at
least in some indirect fashion led to the disastrous acts of domestic
terrorism in July 2011.

Czech Mate? Workers’ Party Banned in 2010

In February 2010, the Czech Republic’s Supreme Administrative
Court took one of the most dramatic—and risky—steps available
to any democratic polity by issuing a 120-page ruling that outlawed



