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Point of Departure: Rise of Populist Voting in Europe
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Note. Vote shares of (1) far-left, (2) far-left populist, (3) populist, (4) far-right populist, and (5) far-right parties in 31 European countries,
weighted by population size.

2 Source: The PopulList 2026, based on Do6ring and Manow (2024)
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*See UK (Richards et al. 2020), Spain (Muro 2005), Sweden (Elgenius and Rydgren 2019), Hungary (Szabo and Kiss 2022) and Turkey (Karakaya 2020)
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Dutch government led by far-right PVV
asks EU for opt-out from asylum rules
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is unlikely to geta posmve reception in Brussels
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Conceptual foundation:

A Proto-Theory of Backlash Politics

Proposed by Alter, K. and Zarn, M. (2020)

» Backlash politics is a distinct form of political
contestation that combines retrograde
objectives — i.e., efforts to restore an idealized
prior social and political condition — with
extraordinary claims and tactics, including
challenges to fundamental democratic principles
such as the rule of law and non-violence.

« Backlash movements employ both elements.
They become backlash politics once their
rhetoric and tactics enter and transform

mainstream public discourse.

ggﬁ Political Studies

Special Issue Article i

BJ

The British journal of Politics and
International Relations

Theorising backlash politics: 2020, Vol. 22(4) 739752
. . . © The Author(s) 2020
Conclusion to a special issue on

Article reuse guidelines:
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Karen ) Alter' and Michael Ziirn23

Abstract

This conclusion to a special issue on backlash politics develops a proto-theory of backlash
politics. The special issue’s introduction defined backlash politics as a particular form of political
contestation with a retrograde objective as well as extraordinary goals or tactics that has reached
the threshold level of entering mainstream public discourse. While a sub-category of contentious
politics, we argue that backlash politics is distinct and should not be understood as ‘regressive
contentious politics’. Drawing from the contributions to this special issue, we discuss the causes
of backlash politics, yet we argue that the greatest theoretical advances may come from studying
backlash dynamics and how these dynamics contribute to different outcomes. We develop a
proto-theory of backlash politics that considers causes for the rise of backlash movements,
how frequent companions to backlash politics — emotive politics, nostalgia, taboo breaking, and
institution reshaping — intensify backlash dynamics and make it more likely that backlash politics
generate consequential outcomes.

Keywords

backlash politics, contestation, emotional politics, taboo breaking, nostalgia, public discourse,
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RETROGRADE OBJECTIVES EXTRAORDINARY TACTICS ENTER MAINSTREAM DISCOURSE
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2024-2026: Scale Development, Validation & Employment

= Qur backlash affinity scale has been developed in four steps:

On > 4% > [l

Individual Focus Validation Tool
interviews groups survey develop-
N=48 N=12 FGs N=1,012 ment
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» v1.0 of scale employed in 5 largest EU countries (July 2025)
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Subjective Backlash Affinity Scale v1.0
Tracking Affinity Along Four Factors ...c...cuwnws

Retrograde
aspirations

13



RETROGRADE
ASPIRATIONS

Our country used to be
a role model for other

countries, but unfortunately
that’s no longer the case.

We've now reached the point
where the majority in our country
must reclaim democracy.

There needs to be a fundamental
change in politics, because the

established parties are leading the
country downhill.

In my country, many things have
been going wrong for years

because politicians have made
the wrong decisions.

N !
—~

50 of Europeans agree
with all four

statements.

In a nutshell:
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Subjective Backlash Affinity Scale v1.0
Tracking Affinity Along Four Factors ...c...cuwnws
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R EG R ESS IVE Nowadays, you can't be
VALU ES proud of our country without

being condemned for it.

-

| think that social and cultural
minorities (e.g., transgender people,
immigrants, climate activists, etc)
have too much influence and impose
their demands on our society.

A return to traditional values
is necessary to preserve
our country's cultural identity.

/k

Politicians should provide greater
support for traditional gender roles
and family structures.

S

of Europeans
agree with all four
statements.

In a nutshell:
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Subjective Backlash Affinity Scale v1.0
Tracking Affinity Along Four Factors ...c...cuwnws
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Acceptance of
extraordinary
political tactics



EXTRAORDINARY
POLITICAL
TACTICS

If the government does not
serve the interests of the

people, it should be overthrown
by force if necessary.

In a nutshell:

| consider illegal protest actions
to be a necessary means to wake
up the government.

| enjoy attacking others online for
their nonsensical political opinions.

Some politicians deserve
it when anger against them
turns into violence.

Violence is morally justified to
achieve political goals.

8 of Europeans agree with
all five statements.

19% agree with a majority of them.
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Our preliminary reading of the data:

Although not a one-way street, appeals to nostalgia can provide a
powerful entry point for political mobilization because:

Longing for a supposedly better past is a deeply rooted feature of

human psychology, and arguably as old as civilization itself
(Sedikides et al., 2015; Bonnett 2010)

Although regressive nostalgia is even more potent (see, e.g., Europe-
wide success of anti-migrant messaging), even non-regressive
can serve as a “dog whistle” for those with

populist, chauvinist and xenophobic attitudes.


https://doi.org/10.1177/03057356211064641
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/gd/2/2/article-p149.xml

Reaching a Wider Audience Through (Vague) Appeals

to a “Better Past”

Correlation of Backlash Affinity Scale with Other Established Scales

Conspiracy | chauvinism | Xenophobia

Authoritarian

Authoritarian /A;ttglr?]riiéz:'(i;n conavlciesnr’::on- Populism

Correlations with... aggression » -
(Beie2r(l)$)etal. (Beieﬁ)etm_ (Beieﬂ)etal. ( “ﬁf 2
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Strength of U.S. Democracy According to Americans

Thinking back 50 years ago, based on Looking ahead to the next 50 years,
what you know or have read, do you do you think U.S. democracy will
think U.S. democracy was...? be...?

stronger
the same

weaker

Source: Kettering Foundation and Gallup 2026
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Thinking back 50 years ago, based on Looking ahead to the next 50 years,
what you know or have read, do you do you think U.S. democracy will
think U.S. democracy was...? be...?
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Highest among
* 65+ years old

- highly educated the same
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Source: Kettering Foundation and Gallup 2026
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Both Left & Right Use Nostalg

-dwnu |
- usaplg
- dwinu|
-uojul|o
-Aauwioy
- BUWEQO

-uIeDo
-eweqo

-ysng
-A11ey

-8109

- 9|0d

-Uojulo

- ysng

-UouIo

- ysng

-spfexngd

- uebeay

-9|epuop

-uebeay

- Jaue)n

- pJo4

-layen
UOXIN

- UIBAODDN
UOXIN

-AaaydwnH

-uosuyor

- UOXIN
-Apauusy

Republican

Democrat

Party

- Jamoyuasij
- UOSUBAB]IS
-Jamoyuasig
- UOSUBA3)S

1952 1956 1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 2016 2020

U.S. Case

0.15-

' '
o wn
7 o
o o

sydeibesed 216|ejsou Jo aieys

0.00 Er

Source: Bonikowski and Stuhler 2022


https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/socf.12838

U.S. Case: The Versatility & Power of the “Better Past”

Analysis of 72k Paragraphs from U.S. Presidential Campaign Speeches, 1952-2020

Rreny

) 97} M\

When it comes to sheer use, it is less about Democrats vs. Republicans, and more about incumbent vs. challenger.
Nostalgia gives challengers a tool to blame the incumbent for the country‘s alleged downward trajectory.

N = 71,808 paragraph from campaign speeches
Source: Bonikowski and Stuhler 2022
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U.S. Democrats
nostalgia extraordinary tactics
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ASPIRATIONS

Our country used to be
a role model for other

countries, but unfortunately
that’s no longer the case.

We've now reached the point
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statements.

We are considering to
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EXTRAORDINARY
POLITICAL
TACTICS

If the government does not
serve the interests of the

people, it should be overthrown
by force if necessary.

We are considering to

| consider illegal protest actions
to be a necessary means to wake
up the government.

| enjoy attacking others online for
their nonsensical political opinions.

Some politicians deserve
it when anger against them
turns into violence.

Violence is morally justified to
achieve political goals.

8 of Europeans agree with
all five statements.

19% agree with a majority of them.



POLITICAL
DEPRIVATION

Politicians don’t care
about people like me.

Politicians don’t listen
to people like me.

The government makes
decisions that serve the

interests of elites more than
those of people like me.

N _
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53 of Europeans agree
with all three

statements.

We are considering to
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What We Have data on: Initial Subjective Backlash Affinity Model

The initial model comprised thrée dimensions, eight sub-dimensions, 25 aspects, around two
survey questions per aspect based on the qualitative transcripts and scientific literature

Sense of
Ly social ar_1d

economic

decline

Sense of
political
decline

Sense of
cultural
decline

Loss of societal security
Loss of economic
security

Loss of welfare state

Loss of political
integrity & competence
Loss of transparency,
representation, & stake
Dissenting political
identity

Loss of social cohesion
Rejection of diversity
Loss of national identity
Loss of freedom of
expression

Retrograde
aspirations

Restorative
aspirations

Reclaim past values
Reclaim national
reputation

Acknowledgment of
wrong turns

Demand for change of
course

Acceptance
of emotive
politics

Acceptance
of norm-
breaking

Support for
institutional
reshaping

Acceptance of
fear/anger hate appeals
Acceptance of shock and
sensationalism

Breaking legal norms
Breaking social norms
Trivializing/legitimizing
violence

Support for bypassing
institutional procedures
Support for
constitutional reform
Support for direct
democracy

Desire to rebuild the
system bottom-up

Classical public discourse
Digital public discourse
Behavioural change

> g::;: gement Individual political
participation
Collective political
participation
Voting + Past voting
—»  behaviour Voting intentions

**The condition that by
definition, backlash politics
necessitates an entry intro
mainstream public discourse
was rethought as an effect of
many individual subjects
gaining an affinity for such
discourses, repeating them,
acting on them, etc.
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