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Introduction: Illiberalism Studies as a Field 
Marlene Laruelle

This introductory chapter argues that the term illiberal(ism) provides a new frame for understanding

societal change. In contrast to existing concepts, illiberalism recenters our focus on liberalism and can

therefore fruitfully account for di�erent dimensions usually not taken into account. This chapter �rst

advances a de�nition of illiberalism—in contradistinction to other concepts such as populism,

conservatism, and authoritarianism—before exploring �ve main contentions related to this de�nition.

It then moves to a broader discussion on the entanglements between liberalism and illiberalism,

looking at liberalism’s own spaces of contention, its multiple scripts, its encapsulation of Western

metamodernity, and how illiberalism contributes to the ongoing deconstruction of liberal hegemony.

Finally, it delves into the “amplifying feedback loop” e�ect of illiberalism, which is both a by-product

of the contradictions of liberalism and an ampli�cation of liberalism’s challenges.

A brief search on Google Trends shows that the use of the term illiberal(ism) has been rising since it was

popularized by Fareed Zakaria in his famous—and very normative--1997 article “The Rise of Illiberal

Democracy,” with a visible surge since the election of Donald Trump as US president in 2016 (Zakaria 1997).

Since then, it has become widely used as a category of political struggle to denounce opponents, both

domestically and internationally. The concept has also rapidly been integrated into scholarship, with the

literature on Central and Eastern Europe—in particular on Hungary and Poland—leading the way.

Within a few years, new voices began to build out a more stable conceptual core for the term so as to avoid

overlap, confusion, and vagueness. Yet the concept remains highly contested, as it exists in multiple

semantic spaces, as well as in political and intellectual ecosystems already populated by many other
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concepts. What does the term illiberal(ism) bring to the table that other concepts—such as populism,

conservatism, and far right—do not already cover? What makes something illiberal but not non-, anti-, or

post-liberal? And is the term, like populism, now used so widely that it is losing heuristic value?1

This volume argues that the term illiberal(ism) provides a new frame for understanding societal change.

Speci�cally, in contrast to existing concepts, illiberalism recenters our focus on liberalism and can therefore

fruitfully account for di�erent dimensions usually not taken into account. In the study of illiberalism,

liberalism itself—already a very elusive concept—is usually a blind spot: with its unquestioned hegemony,

it is used as a yardstick (positively or negatively connoted) for almost everything. Liberalism’s centrality is

in itself problematic, and the fact that its opponents de�ne themselves or are de�ned as il-liberal reinforces

this normative aspect.

Even if a segment of the existing literature considers it impossible to dissociate the two words that make up

the compound term “liberal democracy,” there is conceptual value in teasing out the di�erence between

them. Liberal democracy tends to be used as a shorthand for democracy, but it is a speci�c political system

that features a plethora of countermajoritarian institutions and rights-defending mechanisms along with

electoral majoritarianism/pluralism. What we can now observe is the “hollowing-out” perhaps not so much

of democracy per se as of liberal democracy, accompanied by a deep crisis of legitimacy of the liberal

governing class (Mair 2013).

Over the past decade, a growing strand of scholarship has explored so-called “democratic decay,”

“democratic erosion,” and “autocratization” in di�erent parts of the world. But what if, all along, the

problem has been not democracy but liberalism? What if dissatis�ed constituencies have in fact been

seeking not less democracy but rather less liberalism? The term illiberalism allows us to explore these

questions, providing a fertile new paradigm for discussing ongoing developments. While this paradigm may

not answer every question we have about the societies under study, it does serve to highlight a number of

processes and provide a coherent explanation for them.

In this introductory chapter, I �rst advance a de�nition of illiberalism—in contradistinction to other

concepts such as populism, conservatism, and authoritarianism—before exploring �ve main contentions

related to this de�nition: ethical self-positionality; the diversity of illiberalisms in space and time; the

nature of illiberalism as an ideology; locating illiberalism in politics and/or society; and the existence of a

leftist illiberalism. I then move to a broader discussion on the entanglements between liberalism and

illiberalism, looking at liberalism’s own spaces of contention, its multiple scripts, its encapsulation of

Western metamodernity, and how illiberalism contributes to the ongoing deconstruction of liberal

hegemony. Before concluding by presenting the logic of the Handbook’s contents, I delve into the

“amplifying feedback loop” e�ect of illiberalism, which is both a by-product of the contradictions of

liberalism and an ampli�cation of liberalism’s challenges.

For a Definition of Illiberalism

The semantic ambivalence of the term illiberalism is intrinsic. The pre�x ill- is the assimilated form of the

Latin pre�x in- used for words beginning in l and therefore means simultaneously “not,” “opposite of,”

and “without.” It can also mean something that is bad or unsuitable (as in “ill-prepared”). Taken literally,

therefore, illiberalism may mean “non-liberal,” “a-liberal,” and “not suited for liberalism”—core

ambivalences that should provide the point of departure for any scholarly exploration of the term.2

To date, scholars have advanced several di�erent de�nitions of illiberalism. Jasper Theodor Kauth and

Desmond King propose dividing illiberalism into two conceptual categories: “disruptive illiberalism,” made

up of practices opposing procedural democratic norms, and “ideological illiberalism,” based on a logic of
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exclusion of some groups from the citizenry (Kauth and King 2020). While their approach helps distinguish

authoritarian leaders who attack democratic norms from pockets of illiberalism within democratic regimes,

it remains incomplete in many respects. First, it employs a restricted de�nition of liberalism, and second, it

does not entirely solve the complex relationship between ideological components and political practices.

The Routledge Handbook of Illiberalism, a collected volume of more than sixty essays, o�ers many

de�nitions, with authors proposing di�erent ones depending on their �elds of research, but often mixing

genres of what is illiberal, populist, conservative, and authoritarian. The main de�nition advanced by

editors Andras Sajó, Renáta Uitz, and Stephen Holmes appears more precise: illiberalism is “a set of social,

political, cultural, legal, and mental phenomena associated with the waning of individual liberty (personal

freedom) as an everyday experience.” For them, illiberalism is “not an ideology or regime type,” meaning

that it is “compatible with the political rituals of a competitive democracy” (Sajó, Uitz, and Holmes 2022).

This de�nition has the advantage of including perspectives from the di�erent levels at which illiberalism

can be “located” while focusing on a key issue: “the waning of individual liberty.”

So far, the best-articulated de�nition of illiberalism has been o�ered by Julian G. Waller in several of his

articles as “a modern ideological or ideational family that perceives itself in opposition to and reaction

against philosophical liberalism, with pronounced tendencies towards the distrust of checking or

minoritarian political institutions formed by apolitical experts, and focused on promoting a variety of

collective, hierarchical, majoritarian, national-level, and/or culturally integrative approaches to

contemporary political society in a substantive manner” (Waller 2023).

Contributing to this collective knowledge production, I advance here a de�nition that seeks to balance the

generic nature of the term, which enables it to cover a wide variety of cases, against the precision that

makes it epistemologically relevant. The de�nition is based on six components:

1) Illiberalism is one manifestation of a broader backlash against those contemporary experiences in

which liberalism is considered failed, ine�cient, or excessive. This backlash need not necessarily be

illiberal; it may equally be leftist, post-liberal, and so on. Illiberalism is therefore inherently

situational toward liberalism, yet it is not its mere negation and has substantive content of its own.

2) Illiberalism is not external to liberalism but a by-product thereof. It rises in reaction to systemic,

endogenous evolutions of liberalism (what the Italian scholar Giovanni Orsina describes as “the

feeling of having lost control over its own existential environment” (Orsina 2023) and has an

amplifying, “feedback loop” e�ect thereon.

3) Illiberalism and liberalism are deeply entangled. Illiberalism is often found in authoritarian or

autocratizing regimes, but it can also exist within an electoral democratic or a liberal technocratic

framework.

4) Illiberalism is a cluster of ideologies that articulate a rejection of some or all of the di�erent scripts of

liberalism. It blends diverse intellectual traditions and policy norms and practices that promote

majoritarianism, sovereignism, and traditional hierarchies (social, sexual, gender, cultural) and

recognize the right to particularism and some forms of exclusivity.

5) Illiberalism can be located at di�erent levels. It may be found as an intellectual product (doctrine

level), as a project for a country and/or the world (a political o�ering), as public policies (regime and

institutional level), or as a grassroots culture (societal level, shaped by collective beliefs, attitudes,

and behaviors).

6) Illiberalism has an open-ended trajectory: it may interact with liberalism in a dialectical way, subvert

liberalism, win hegemonic status over liberalism, or dismantle liberal democratic institutions.
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Equally, one can “exit” from illiberalism.

Based on this de�nition, I argue that opposition to liberalism is always contextual: it may target core

principles of liberalism and the Enlightenment, or may instead challenge only some concrete

manifestations of liberalism in politics and society. While it appears in multitudinous combinations—each

one speci�c to a given national context and political culture and critiquing di�erent levels and layers of the

“scripts” of liberalism (see the following discussion)—it is fed by the two main blind spots of liberalism:

the balance between individual and collective identity, and the lack of social justice. While it may be seen,

for good reasons, as weakening the hegemony around liberal democratic values, it also has the e�ect of

repoliticizing and re-ideologizing debates by advancing a mix of anti-pluralism, anti-minoritarianism,

anti-egalitarianism, and authoritarian solutions. It moves the debates from technocratic politics to the �eld

of morality and culture: it stresses the idea of a renaissance of collective identities and of grand narratives to

avoid the fragmentation and atomization of societies. As Giuliano da Empoli clari�ed in his Engineers of

Chaos, what matters for the political o�er is not the exactness of the facts but the intensity of the grand

narrative (Empoli 2019).

Illiberalism, thus de�ned, needs to be contrasted with competing notions. For instance, illiberalism shares

with conservatism a respect for traditional hierarchies and is likewise rooted in a pessimistic ontology of

mankind. However, conservatism, especially the Anglo-Saxon version thereof, has historically been

economically (neo)liberal, has accepted many of the assumptions of political liberalism, and has worked

well within the framework of postwar liberal democracies. By contrast, illiberalism displays (albeit not

systematically) much more statist features in terms of economic policy and challenges either liberal

democracies’ liberal assumptions or their democratic functioning—or both.

Turning to populism, illiberalism shares its critique of the current liberal system. Similarly, it blends values

usually seen as right-wing with a left-wing promotion of welfare state and social policies. But the two also

diverge: whereas populism is more of a communication mechanism, a rhetorical tool by which to construct

the opposition between “us” and “them,” illiberalism is an ideological universe. Unlike populism,

illiberalism is not necessarily anti-elitist, anti-intellectualist, or anti-institutionalist, nor does it require a

charismatic leader. Illiberalism is, however, essentially opposed to technocracy; by contrast, even though

populism and technocracy are generally understood as antithetical, they not only are compatible but may be

mutually reinforcing, as the research on technopopulism has shown (Bickerton and Accetti 2021).

Finally, there is a potentially signi�cant contradistinction between illiberalism and post-liberalism. Public

intellectuals whose political project would �t a normative de�nition of illiberalism often present themselves

as post-liberal. Whether that terminological blurriness is part of a strategy for concealing these actors’

radical ideas or whether illiberalism and post-liberalism share enough to converge is a matter of debate.

After all, both criticize liberalism—especially its excessive individualism—and seek to rehabilitate common

goods and community belonging. However, I see two central di�erences between them. First, illiberalism

considers liberalism to be mistaken in its fundamental principles, whereas post-liberalism recognizes

liberalism’s achievements (especially the idea of equal rights and respect for the human person) but asserts

that it has exhausted its ability to deliver solutions and should be replaced by something else. What this

solution might be remains an open question, but all self-proclaimed post-liberal �gures refer to a stronger

sense of community. Second, whereas illiberalism emphasizes traditional hierarchies and may converge

with clearly anti-liberal references (from Catholic integralism to Christian Nationalism), post-liberalism

o�ers a more open de�nition of communitarianism, including a more leftist, more inclusive interpretation

of what a community is (Milbank and Pabst 2016).
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Contention 1: Self-Positionality and Ethics

Illiberalism as a Contested Concept

The main concepts of political philosophy—freedom, rights, democracy, liberalism, and so on—are always

highly contested (Swanton 1985). There is no scholarly agreement on their meaning, much less a

consensual interpretation thereof among societal actors. Regimes largely seen as authoritarian or

dictatorial claim to be genuinely democratic; and in Western Europe and the United States, far-right

political movements have captured the language of freedom and rights (McAdams and Piccolo 2024).

Political actors of all boards tend to denounce their opponents as populist, illiberal, or even fascist in hopes

that this rhetorical exclusion from the political community resonates with voters (Berman 2016).

There are dozens of examples of this linguistic �uidity. This should come as no surprise: language is

situational by nature, making contestation the norm, not the exception. People �ght for control of meaning,

as we see in, for instance, the “culture wars” around what constitutes a “family.” It is therefore entirely

reasonable that new concepts such as illiberalism should likewise be contested, including in scholarship.

Indeed, I see at least �ve areas of contention over the academic meaning of illiberalism: the issue of ethical

self-positionality, that of diversity of illiberalisms (plural) in space and time, that of the “nature” of

illiberalism as an ideology, that of locating illiberalism in politics and/or society, and that of the existence of

a leftist illiberalism.

One of the key issues with scholarship on illiberalism has been its lack of re�ection on its own positionality

and its context of enunciation. Contestation over the meaning of a term can emerge as the result of di�erent

elements. The �rst is the positionality of each speaker. Some scholars are fervent defenders of liberal

democracy as it currently exists in many Western countries; some support liberalism as an ideal type but see

discrepancies between the ideal and its realization; some lean toward a more conservative reading of society

that sees liberalism as going too far in dismantling the social order; and some incline toward a more leftist

positioning in which illiberalism is the hidden child of liberalism’s failures. To this inherent plurality of

perspectives should be added the rise of illiberal academia—that is, new academic (or para-academic)

�gures and institutions that have as their stated objective the undermining of existing institutions that they

deem too liberal (Giudici 2021; Geva and Santos 2021; Pető 2021).3

Only rarely do scholars make explicit their own philosophical vision, and the majority of those in the Global

North are biased heavily toward liberalism and progressivism, which are seen as the “default” model. Yet it

is necessary to acknowledge that liberal democracy is only one normative choice and that some may prefer

the alternatives. Moreover, the postcolonial literature demonstrates that there are multiple modernities and

that—far from being limited to the criteria of a Western-born liberalism—a democratic system can have

multiple roots (Eisenstadt 2002).

Without explicit enunciation of the context, it is challenging to capture the multiple semantic spaces used in

scholarship and the positionality of each scholar as a citizen—and potentially an activist. A growing trend

invites scholars to re�ect on their social responsibility and how the knowledge they acquire bene�ts not just

their peers and the student community but society more broadly (Massanari 2018). Any scholarship related

to democracy and its challenges may have direct implications for how society frames debates and policy

solutions. At the very least, scholars’ contribution should be to make explicit the fact that liberal democracy

is just one of the normative options and to be clear about which features they de�ne as liberal.

A second key issue—related to the �rst—is how scholars choose to dialogue with their object of study. They

have agency in dealing with semantic blurriness, but this has political implications. By using the adjectives

“far right,” “fascist,” “illiberal,” “post-liberal,” or “conservative,” scholars participate in building the
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Contention 2: Illiberalismʼs Space and Time

Chronology Matters

image of the movements they describe, either discrediting them by making them sound radical, violent, or

fringe or embracing these movements’ own branding as respectable political forces. Is it the duty of

scholarship to denounce whitewashings of language and positioning? Alternatively, should scholars work

from the point of view of the actors themselves, while recognizing the risk of euphemization?

Of course, navigating between an etic (given by external observers) and an emic (given by actors themselves)

de�nition of an object is not a new issue; ethnology has been dealing with its origin and has made the

discrepancy an object of re�ection per se. The same seems to be needed here: scholarship should be explicit

as to whether the term “illiberal” is attributed by the scholar or is claimed by actors themselves, so as to

better circumscribe the semantic �eld and the boundaries of the study. This is all the more necessary given

the permeability between emic and etic de�nitions; the Orbán regime, for instance, o�ers a fascinating case

of borrowing from the academic language for political struggle by embracing the term “illiberal” (Buzogány

and Varga 2018, 2023).

This debate relates directly to the issue of prescriptiveness in political philosophy. There is indeed inherent

tension between capturing the �uidity and trying to categorize. Do we use a term (liberalism, illiberalism,

etc.) to describe something in real-world contexts and categorize “who is who,” or do we analyze the

repertoires of use of the concept, taking the situationality of language as our point of departure? Should

scholars look for a supposedly identi�able essence to concepts and then distribute normative labels of

authenticity, deciding who merits the title of liberal, illiberal, or conservative and who is usurping it? This

question is a major one. Many political �gures whom scholars would label as illiberal or far-right present

themselves instead as conservatives or old-fashioned liberals: think of the PiS in Poland, Vladimir Putin in

Russia, or the government of Singapore. Here, too, scholars should make explicit their normative or

descriptive positioning.

A second contestation relates to the issue of accounting for space and time in de�ning the boundaries of

illiberalism and its diversity. Is diversity an element that diminishes the relevance of the concept, making it

too much of a catchall category, or something that should be integrated into our assumptions and help us

think in a comparative framework?

When it comes to time, can we apply the term illiberal historically or should we concentrate only on

contemporary phenomena? To keep the term heuristically relevant, I see illiberalism as a contemporary

phenomenon with chronological boundaries, crystallizing moments or turning points, and multiple

temporal trajectories depending on national contexts.

Fareed Zakaria locates the birth of illiberal democracies in the 1990s with the third wave of democratization

(Latin America in the 1970s, Southeast Asia in the 1980s, Central and Eastern Europe in the 1990s) and its

limitations (Zakaria 1997). I prefer to identify other birth moments for illiberalism that are connected not to

regime typologies but to ideological transformations. Globally, these transformations have been happening

in a changing socioeconomic environment shaped by deindustrialization and the rise of the service

economy, the increase in access to education, and occupational upgrading. This has e�ectively hollowed out

old collective identities based on socioeconomic pro�le, opening up space for new collective identities to

emerge and became salient sites of political contestation.

The �rst crystallizing moment can be found in the 1960s−1970s, as cultural progressivism gradually became

dominant or at least a force of change in Western societies and conservative forces had to reorganize

themselves to resist (Gi�ord and Williams 2012; Scanlon 2013). It was at this point that “culture wars”
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Space Matters

began structuring the US domestic landscape before being exported abroad through the Evangelical

movements in Latin America and Africa (Hunter 1992; Hartman 2019). They then became more massive and

diversi�ed, and reached Europe with the symbolic call to arms of Pope John Paul II for a new evangelization

of Europe after the end of the Cold War (Formicola 2005; Schäfer 2008). This origin in the 1960s−1970s is

important to emphasize if one wants to capture the dynamic of illiberalism and its competition with

progressivism, which should be part of the equation: illiberalism did not arise in a vacuum.

The second birth moment came in the 1980s−1990s, as neoliberalism became the new economic norm—

beginning with Margaret Thatcher in the UK and Ronald Reagan in the United States before spreading

across Europe and worldwide—and then generated a backlash, in particular after the 2007−2008 economic

crisis. The peak of neoliberalism coincided with the fall of the socialist bloc and what Francis Fukuyama saw

as the “end of history” (Fukuyama 1992). This “end of history” is not so much about the triumph of the

liberal-democratic model in the Cold War as it is about the rising trend of technocratic politics: it has deeply

depoliticized and de-ideologized policy decisions by a�rming that there were no longer choices to be made

about development trajectories, but rather a single rational, data-driven, and expertise-based approach

(Milne 2012).On this temporal reading, illiberalism is about half a century old. Yet—and this is a critical

caveat—that does not mean it does not belong to a broader ideological family or universe with older roots.

One can identify two core genealogies that attach illiberalism to two major historical predecessors: �rst, the

anti-Enlightenment forces that emerged in the late eighteenth century and throughout the long nineteenth

century; and second, the interwar period. The term “illiberal” itself �rst seems to have been used by the

British writer and philosopher John Ruskin in 1871 to criticize Victorian modernity of the late nineteenth

century (Ruskin 1871). It was used by French political theorist Pierre Rosanvallon to describe Napoleon III,

who combined popular legitimacy, populist claims, imperial nostalgia, conservative values, and sympathy

for the aspirations of the working classes (Rosanvallon 2000). Imperial Germany and the Weimar Republic

likewise o�er great historical parallels. It is therefore no coincidence that there exists a book by Konrad H.

Jarausch analyzing “academic illiberalism” in imperial German universities (Jarausch 1982). Europe’s

interwar experience—when liberalism was challenged by illiberal forces, both conservative and fascist—is

the most striking parallel with today’s world and calls for deeper diachronic exploration.

The second issue is that of space. How can we—and indeed should we—compare what appears as a backlash

against liberalism in very di�erent political cultures across the globe? How can and should we reconcile the

transformations happening in the Global North with those happening in the Global South (both notions

being themselves contested)? Culture wars and neoliberalism do travel, but they are rooted in very diverse

societies whose political culture, experiences of democracy construction, and value systems are quite

di�erent. What unites an otherwise very diverse Global South is, for instance, the experience of colonialism

and postcolonialism, a prism that directly impacts actors’ interpretation of what is or is not liberalism.

Mapping illiberalism spatially helps reveal how some of these core transformations impact di�erent regions

of the world and di�erent social groups. For instance, a cluster of illiberalism has emerged in Central and

Eastern Europe, with Russia, Hungary, and Poland as leading examples. The fact that this region has been a

foremost laboratory for illiberal experiments can be explained by three central components. First, the

regimes that existed in these countries prior to the communist period, either during imperial times (when

the region’s population existed under di�erent combinations of Russian, Austro-Hungarian, German, and

Ottoman domination) or during their interwar independence (for those states that had one), were largely

non-liberal. Second, communist regimes were both progressive on some aspects and conservative on others

—for instance, prudish in terms of mores and sexuality, nationalist in many respects, and anti-Western by

dint of being anticapitalist (Brainerd and Cutler 2005; Sauvé 2018). Third, the region experienced in the
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(Plural) Illiberalisms in Context

1990s the most disruptive features of (neo)liberalism in a radical way at the end of the communist period

(the destruction of the welfare state, the shrinking of the civil service, the rise of social inequality, a high

level of corruption in the privatization of the economy, etc.) (Berman and Snegovaya 2019; Berezin 2019;

Snegovaya 2020; Snegovaya 2021).

This is not to suggest that postcommunist societies were not thirsty for change—they most certainly were.

But the scale of this attempted transition and its socioeconomic and cultural impacts were far greater than

anticipated. The polysemantic dimensions of joining the “West” institutionally, politically, economically,

strategically, and philosophically constituted a uncertain ideological pursuit subject to contestation,

disappointment, and resentment. Some of these societies’ aspirations were oriented toward an “old-

fashioned” liberalism that would have been economically generous and protective, as well as only

moderately socially progressive, rather than toward the “post-modern” liberalism that actually transpired,

which was economically neoliberal and (seen as) excessively progressive in terms of morality. Another

geographical cluster of illiberalism can be found in Latin America; this experience remains to be compared

to that of Central and Eastern Europe.

As Edmund Fawcett explains in his chapter in this volume, one can identify at least three types of

illiberalism in context: illiberalism as a refusal by countries that were never fully liberal and/or democratic

(China, North Korea, Afghanistan, Iran, Turkmenistan …), illiberalism as a de�ection from a liberal-

democratic path recently embarked down or returned to (Latin American and Central and Eastern European

countries, Turkey, etc.), and illiberalism as defection from liberal or democratic norms in countries that have

long been committed to both (in the United States and Western Europe).

One may question whether the �rst category of countries—those displaying a refusal of liberalism—should

be excluded from the de�nition of illiberalism. After all, many ideological universes are not directly

connected to liberalism and can be seen as non-liberal or anti-liberal: these include communism, fascism,

Sala�sm and other versions of Islamism, as well as Asian religious philosophies inspired by Buddhism,

Confucianism, Taoism, and so on. In all these cases, the textual universe of reference does not share much

with liberalism. Yet liberalism is rarely totally absent from them in one way or another. Communism

competed with liberalism to implement the precepts of the Enlightenment understood di�erently; fascism

cooperated well with some forms of economic liberalism (big corporations supported Hitler, while some

Western liberal elites solidarized with Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, or Latin American military juntas); and

Islamism, in its di�erent versions, has developed in reaction to experience of colonial liberalism (Iran after

the Shah, the Taliban against the pro-communist regime and then during NATO occupation, etc.).

The case of China illustrates well the debate. In her chapter in this volume, Eva Pils considers Xi Jinping’s

reign to be illiberal in the sense that it has reframed what good governance means and reduced the freedoms

available to the public after the period of recognition of limited liberal legal principles that followed Mao’s

death in 1976. Associated with populist and anti-globalist discourses, it reveals a form of droitisation of state

policies and language. In that sense, Xi’s China is more illiberal than anti- or non-liberal. As this example

shows, new research on the “peripheries” of illiberalism will enable us to con�rm or contradict the

hypothesis that illiberalism and non-liberalism do not overlap.

No matter how this speci�c debate on refusal is decided, de�ection from a liberal-democratic path recently

embarked down or returned and defection from liberal or democratic norms in countries that have long been

committed to both remain the two main illiberal trajectories and the ones with major impact on the future

of liberal democracies. In both cases, illiberalism must be understood as a form of post-liberalism: a

country pushes back against liberalism after having experienced it. Yet these two categories, however

important, are insu�cient to capture the large spectrum of trajectories toward illiberalism.
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Contention 3: Illiberalism as an Ideology

Does illiberalism constitute a stage of evolution from a liberal democracy to an authoritarian regime? For

instance, is an “illiberal democracy” necessarily a form of transitional stage toward an authoritarian regime

when the illiberal leader is able to stay in power long enough to transform institutions (think Orbán in

Hungary, Vučić in Serbia, Putin in Russia, to stick with Central and Eastern European examples)? A large

part of the existing literature seems to imply that there is a continuum from illiberalism to

authoritarianism, even if conceptually the relationship is more complex or contingent than it is linear.

Or is illiberalism part of the dialectical construction of a democracy, in which phases of illiberal experiments

alternate with liberal moments, as the history of nineteenth-century Europe might suggest? A related

question is that of post-illiberalism. How do societies and institutions “come back” from an illiberal

moment (the United States after Trump, Brazil after Bolsonaro, Poland after PiS …). What has been

transformed by illiberal policies (political and judicial institutions, public opinion, media ecosystems, etc.)

and what resisted? How have the public space and debates around polarizing cultural issues such as

abortion, religion, immigration, and identity been transformed by the illiberal moment, even once the latter

is over? Does “exiting” an illiberal moment mean “returning” to the previous liberalism, or instead

entering a new stage in which the illiberal and the liberal have to coexist?

A third dimension of contestation over the conceptualization of illiberalism relates to its nature as an

ideology. Illiberalism is often decried as a conglomerate of contradictory arguments and policies that falls

short of being a conventional ideology.

But the assumption that ideologies are internally coherent is partly illusory. First, highly coherent

ideologies are a minority, and even those have inner divisions. Soviet Marxism-Leninism, Maoism, and

Trotskyism, among others, all fought for the legacy of Marxism. Soviet ideology was itself a blending of

Marxism-Leninism and National Bolshevism carried out under Stalin (Brandenberger 2002). Sala�sm faces

major con�icts when it comes to interpretation, and Sala� movements may excommunicate each other. And

while the Italian and Nazi variants of fascism are the most prominent types, less ideal-typical types

proliferated in Spain, Portugal, Latin America, Romania, and so on. More importantly, the main ideologies

that shape the Western world, such as liberalism and conservatism, are in fact meta-ideologies—that is,

clusters of ideologies (racism, antiracism, patriarchy, feminism, antisemitism, nationalism, neoliberalism,

environmentalism, etc.) arranged in varying ways depending on the national cultural context and the

historical moment (van Dick 1998).

In scholarship and especially in policy-oriented literature, ideology tends to be projected onto “Others”:

totalitarian countries would have ideologies, but liberal democracies do not. As the anthropologist Cli�ord

Geertz observed, it is “one of the minor ironies of modern intellectual history that the term ‘ideology’ has

itself become thoroughly ideologized” (Geertz 1964). Here I share Geertz’s view that ideologies are

symbolic systems that serve as a road map for a person in a complex social reality, resulting in creative

adaptation by each of us. Even if ideologies function as “disguises for ulterior motives” (mostly at the elite

level), they are always “maps of problematic social reality” that attempt to “render otherwise

incomprehensible social situations meaningful, to so construe them as to make it possible to act

purposefully within them” (Geertz 1973). This means that every society shares some mainstream ideology;

what di�ers is citizens’ right to a plurality of ideologies and the degree of pressure exerted by dominant

institutions, whether state or private, to enforce one ideology over others.

The most relevant works on the concept of ideology come not from political science but from semiotics,

anthropology, and cultural studies—all of which insist on the meaning-making e�ect of ideology. Roland

Barthes has described myths as a metalanguage used to make sense of the world, thereby helping to
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naturalize particular worldviews and power relations (Barthes 1972). Michel Foucault insisted that

discourses are “practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” and therefore contribute

to normalizing and legitimizing power relations in both democratic and authoritarian contexts (Foucault

1972).

Given the contribution of semiotics to the research on ideology, I rely here on Teun van Dijk’s de�nition of

ideology around four criteria: (1) it has internal structure as forms of shared social cognition; (2) it controls

socially shared attitudes on important social issues (e.g., immigration, abortion, the death penalty); (3) it

has foundational texts such as manifestos; and (4) it is present in the everyday discourse, interaction, and

practices of members of the ideological group and not only among politicians (van Dick, forthcoming). This

de�nition combines ideology as a structure with some philosophical coherence, a global overview of the

proper order of society, and a more political, goal-oriented implementation aspect.

Agreeing on a de�nition of ideology does not obviate another central piece of the debate, which relates to

the categorization of ideologies—identifying and naming them—and their internal architecture. In this

realm, the seminal reference is the work of Michael Freeden, who sees ideology as a process of de-

contestation o�ering “temporary stabilities carved out of fundamental semantic instability in the social and

political worlds” (Freeden 2013). One of the limitations of this hierarchy, as with the majority of conceptual

works around ideology, is that it interprets the ideational realm mostly through traditional textual culture.

However, “thick” ideologies, as de�ned by Freeden, are a product of classical modernity that belong to the

past. The postmodern world, with its inherent ideological �uidity or liquidity—to borrow the terms crafted

by the Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (Bauman 2000)—may only produce “thin” ideologies or clusters

of ideologies that blend varied doctrinal corpora in eclectic constellations.

How, then, do we articulate the microtargeting aspect of everyday politics and political o�ers, at least in the

Global North, with a scholarly reading of ideology as coherent and all-encompassing? Should we look for

ideology to be “located” in more heterogenous niches? In a fragmented world of competing and contrasting

identities based on the idea that knowledge is inter-subjective and self-referential, the de�nition of

“ideology” has been fundamentally transformed. Moreover, textual realities are disappearing, replaced by

more visual and more sensory ones—another shift that remains largely understudied and will impact the

way we de�ne, name, and categorize ideologies.

The scholarship on illiberalism remains divided on its status as an ideology. Some, such as Andrea Pető, see

it as a new assemblage of existing ideas (Pető 2022). Others, among them Anja Henning and Gregorio

Bettiza, consider that the adjective “illiberal” brings more to the discussion than the noun “illiberalism”: it

allows us to capture manifestations of contestation of liberalism without asserting that these constitute a

comprehensive ideological formation. Still others, like myself, see illiberalism as having enough identi�able

features to qualify for the status of a (meta-)ideology or cluster of ideologies.

This “-ism” status is conferred in recognition of the current thickening of everything illiberal: intellectual

production, policy actions, and transnational coordination between actors—with the rapid growth of an

illiberal International made up of thinkers, political entrepreneurs, funders, grassroots activists, and

associations who coordinate their actions and borrow language and tactics from each other. At the doctrinal

level, one can observe the gradual structuring of corpora of texts or doctrines around the idea of a rebellious

conservatism. While illiberalism shares with conservatism the defense of traditional family values and

social order, it considers that conservatism’s e�ort to ensure stability or immobility has failed, given the

speed and force of changes, and therefore that only counterrevolutionary changes—that is, a more virulent

and active reaction—can stop what proponents of illiberalism see as civilizational decline and moral

nihilism.
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Contention 4: Locating Illiberalism

Contention 5: Tackling the Issue of an Illiberal Le�

The intellectual genealogy of illiberalism includes varying combinations—speci�c to each individual

thinker—of classic national conservatism (Edmund Burke, Carl Schmitt, Leo Strauss, or Leo Voegelin, as

well as doctrines coming from political Catholicism) and revolutionary conservatism (Armin Mohler, Arthur

Moeller van den Bruck, Julius Evola, and the whole New Right school, with thinkers such as Alain de Benoist;

more radical frames sometimes come from White Christianism and Great Replacement theories and radical

countercultures) (Varga and Buzogány 2022). Some illiberal doctrinal constructions may also recode leftist

narratives with new meanings, using references to Antonio Gramsci or Noam Chomsky while maintaining a

strong anticommunist legacy, revived under the motto of “cultural Marxism,” to denounce all forms of

progressivism as “wokeism” (Braune 2019; Busbridge, Mo�tt, and Thorburn 2020).

The question of analyzing illiberalism as an ideology pushes us to explicate where we “locate” illiberalism:

at the level of a regime, a government, some institutions, political forces, intellectual production,

grassroots demands, individual mindsets? Depending on the social science that is activated, certain objects

are central to the analysis and others obscured.

To this point, illiberalism has mostly been studied as an object of political science and political sociology.

Scholarship has explored the illiberal political o�ering and its attraction to voters; illiberal governments

and their policies; and illiberal regimes and their dismantling of liberal democratic institutions. Yet that

represents only one lens of analysis of what can be de�ned as illiberal. New �elds—such as communication,

law and constitutionalism, and political philosophy—have expressed interest in the concept and o�er their

own interpretations. Many other disciplines could also make major contributions to such an exploration,

including cultural anthropology on the grassroots aspects, as well as psychology and cognitive sciences.

Popular cultural practices as a site for illiberal values production, for instance, remains a blank spot.

Locating illiberalism can also contribute to the discussion of the relationship between competing

explanatory concepts. If political regimes and institutions are the core objects where illiberalism is located,

then the articulation with democratic decay, authoritarianism, autocratization, and so on, seems the more

relevant one. But if illiberalism is analyzed as a strategy by means of which political entrepreneurs can

address popular grievances, then populism may be a more relevant “companion” for scholarly exploration.

If illiberalism is framed as an intellectual product, then conservatism, “Dark Enlightenment,” and “Dark

modernity” may be the right partners to dialogue with. If illiberalism, as Jan Kubik frames it in his chapter,

is a culture, a way of talking and thinking, an ethos, a sensibility, and an aesthetic, then cultural

anthropology and psychology will supply the appropriate candidates for dialogue, such as the notion of

ressentiment.

A �nal contested aspect of the de�nition of illiberalism I advance is the inclusion of some leftist movements

in the illiberal realm. Point no. 4 in my initial de�nition of illiberalism, with its requirement of respect for

traditional hierarchies in terms of gender, sexuality, and national identity, rules out the vast majority of

leftist movements in the Global North, which are progressivist on these questions. Some leftist audiences in

Europe are inclusive in terms of mores but more exclusionary in terms of national identity. In the Global

South, meanwhile, the left is often more conservative in terms of mores.

However, if we were to exclude the rejection of sexual and gender progressivism from our de�nition of

illiberalism, then several leftist movements would qualify as illiberal: they challenge economic and

geopolitical liberalism; they favor majoritarianism and sovereignism, which are seen as the last bastion of

equal expression by citizens in a world of technocratic supranational decisions; and, as noted above, some

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/edited-volum

e/55211/chapter/467897941 by O
U

P-R
eference G

ratis Access user on 26 June 2024



of them (although not all) favor an assimilationist de�nition of the nation (every individual needs

socialization in the nation to be part of it) as opposed to a multicultural neoliberal framework.

“The left” is itself obviously a very broad notion—and one that is situational in space and time. It has a

complex, diverse relationship to liberalism. It shares some elements of political liberalism such as the

expansion of individual rights, but comes into tension with it where liberalism contests democratic

demands in favor of defending well-established power relations. It opposes the economic script of

liberalism, especially its neoliberal version. It favors societal progressivism in many (but not all) contexts,

and often (but not systematically) opposes liberal geopolitical institutions such as NATO.

One can schematically di�erentiate three categories of left-liberalism relationship. First, the revolutionary

left opposes liberalism in a radical manner that can be de�ned as antiliberal—in the case of communist

doctrines, for instance. Revolutionism accepts and even welcomes political violence, while rejecting

political pluralism in the name of a bigger, progressive cause. Yet the revolutionary left is sharing many of

liberalism’s Enlightenment components, such as a belief in progress, rationality, and universalism.

Second, a social-democratic left has accommodated liberalism in a liberal democratic framework, while

trying to tone down economic (neo)liberalism in favor of more redistributive policies and pushing for a

more inclusive societal liberalism. That left has failed to transform liberalism in a decisive way and has

gradually embraced a post-ideological technocratic language. Its failure has been seen as a major

explanation for the rise of illiberal parties and grassroots demands, as well as for the far right’s capture of

more leftist socioeconomic claims (Snegovaya 2024).

Third, a “new left” has emerged that is shaped more by identity politics than by class struggle and

denounces liberalism as unfaithful to its commitment to equality/equity. This “new left” can be read as

representing the usual progressivist pressure on liberalism to improve itself. But it also fairly well

accommodates neoliberal philosophical principles of full sovereignty of the individual and hides the

persistent contention between social classes behind identity politics. In its more extreme versions, such as

Critical Race Theory, the “new left” can be read as opposing liberalism in calling for (racial) collective

identities to be held superior to individual rights and challenging the idea of free speech for all, as it wants

to curtail—silence, or at least blame and shame—what it identi�es as racist, misogynist, or transphobic

speech (the “cancel culture” phenomenon) (Ng 2022; Norris 2023).

As we can see, depending on which leftist tradition one is looking at, one might have a di�erent answer to

the question of the (non-)existence of a leftist illiberalism.

The Liberalism/Illiberalism Entanglement

The core of the debate about conceptualizing illiberalism relates to its relationship to its liberal main Other

(Börzel and Zürn 2020). As noted above, treating liberalism as the default normative reference represents a

major bias in scholarship. To explore illiberalism, one therefore needs to at least minimally deconstruct

liberalism as a meta-ideology and look at its multiple morphologies and at its own self-mythologization

(Bell 2014). While part of the literature continues to present liberalism/illiberalism as a binary, the �eld

increasingly addresses the relational, imbricated nature of the two terms (Morisset 2024).
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Liberalism Is Plural: Spaces of Tension

Opposing liberalism, as a well-de�ned ideology, to an illiberalism that is empty of content, purely

negationist, or widely incoherent is a bias prevalent in the current literature. Yet one can only agree with

Georg Simmerl that liberalism should be understood less as a clear set of ideals than as a “strategic

application of these ideals in public debate for competing ends” (Simmerl 2023). Though it may have had a

precise original principle—defending individual rights in absolute monarchies—it has since become a

blanket term.

I see at least three layers of tensions to be untangled here. The �rst one relates to liberalism as a political

philosophy with its own inherent tensions, mostly around the balance between individualism and the

common good, and between freedom and justice. Liberalism has been shaped by diverse ideational sources

and does not have a single, linear intellectual tradition. Some liberal thinkers have distanced themselves

from the original economic “laissez-faire” tradition in favor of a more social-democratic reading of

liberalism; others have instead pushed the free-market logic and joined forces with those identi�ed as

conservatives to “undo the Demos,” as Wendy Brown formulated it (Brown 2017). Depending on

liberalism’s philosophical schools, several thinkers can be enlisted or excluded from the liberal tradition

(Freeden 1986; Nell 2009; Losurdo 2014; McManus 2021).

A second layer relates to the relationship between liberalism and democracy. Many ancient democracies—

such as the Athenian one—were not liberal; they functioned without rule of law or human rights, being

based instead on the principle of majoritarianism. Since then, the Roman distinction between the populus

and the plebeians—that is, between the legitimate, constitutive people and the “dangerous,”

“uncontrolled” people—has shaped the Western vision of the people as both the core repository for political

legitimation and a threat to social order (Moatti and Müller 2021). Liberalism emerged in the eighteenth

century, centered on the value of individual autonomy. It has often seen the plebs and their democratic

potential as a danger for the polity, considering rational moderation and capacity for consensus the purview

of select privileged groups (Higley and Burton 2006; Kahan 2017). The blending of liberalism and democracy

occurred in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (an example being the French Third Republic)

and was sacralized during the Cold War decades as the distinction between the “free world” and

communism—what Chantal Mou�e has termed “a contingent historical articulation” (Mou�e 2018).

This idea that liberalism—especially in the form combining liberal constitutionalism and minority-

protection mechanisms—tempers democratic populism and its potential to drift toward autocratic

populism and majoritarianism continues to dominate a large segment of the literature, from Fareed Zakaria

to Stephen Holmes, inspired by Jürgen Habermas’s idea of a “rational consensus.” But another scholarly

tradition inspired by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mou�e refutes the idea of democracy as consensus and

compromise. Instead, they reframe it as a technique for managing the nonviolent expression of

antagonisms. As Mou�e declared in her seminal Democratic Paradox: “Let’s not forget that, while we tend

today to take the link between liberalism and democracy for granted, their union, far from being a smooth

process, was the result of bitter struggles” (Mou�e 2000). Liberalism gives rights, but democracy gives

inclusivity. Their relationship is regularly renegotiated.

A third layer of tensions relates to the discrepancy between liberalism as a philosophical ideal type and

“really existing liberalism,”—a notion proposed by Aurelien Mondon, to parallel that of “really existing

socialism.”(Mondon 2024) Historically, liberalism was liberal only for a small group of people; for the rest,

it was associated, in di�erent combinations, with patriarchy, colonization, slavery, racism, and eugenics

(Joppke 2015). Defenders of liberalism argue that even if liberalism has been compromised by its history, it

is still the only political system able to improve itself. Liberal systems gradually expanded rights from

privileged white males to other social groups, people of color, and women (Mounk 2018a; Fukuyama 2022).

From this perspective, liberalism is a permanent work in progress, continually extending rights to new
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Liberalismʼs Four Scripts

groups. It is also capable of self-criticism and apologies for its mistakes, as seen in the current debates over

the colonial past and the level of societal acceptance of misogyny and male domination (Williams 2020).

Critics respond that it is time to unmask liberal pretentions: what defenders of liberalism see as self-

improvement has been in fact the result of pressure coming from grassroots movements—mostly leftist

ones—against liberalism (Losurdo 2014). If liberalism has become more democratic, redistributive, and fair,

it is mainly because it has had to accommodate leftist demands. Critics add that while these struggles

between liberalism and the left have shaped a large part of the liberal-democratic construction, there is a

well-documented history of liberalism’s permeability to reactionary movements. Historically, liberalism

has been able to accommodate fascism, even sometimes supporting its political and economic projects.

Nowadays, liberal-right governments in Europe form coalitions with the far right against the left, and the

liberal mainstream reproduces discursive schemes inspired by the far right, especially on national

identity/immigration issues (Mondon and Winter 2020; Ekström, Krzyżanowski, and Johnson 2023).

Moreover, behind the veil of moralizing pretentions, today’s liberalism o�ers a legal and political

framework for reproducing socioeconomic and cultural injustice both in a domestic framework and on the

international scene.

Liberalism is therefore a universe made up of contradictory intellectual genealogies and ambivalent

historical realizations. Depending on what we identify as liberalism when we discuss illiberalism, the

relationship between the two terms can move from dichotomy to blending.

Once we move away from liberalism as an abstract political philosophy to “really existing liberalism,” one

can identify four scripts through which it is realized: political, cultural, economic, and geopolitical.

Political liberalism defends the right of the individual to be protected as much as possible from state

interference—both their political right to the “consentment of the governed” and their legal rights to

private property. This political liberalism is closely related to democracy but should not be con�ated with it.

Their merging happened in a speci�c historical context, namely the post−World War II Western world,

when some countries gradually converged on the idea that genuine democracy requires not only a statistical

majority of 50 percent plus one vote, as well as free and fair elections, but also checks and balances and

limiting majoritarianism by guaranteeing the rights of minorities.

The second script is economic liberalism, which historically insisted on the sacredness of private property

and the market economy. This script has now taken the form of neoliberalism—the key di�erence being

that neoliberalism is highly constructive, implemented by states and supranational institutions to force

liberalization, and therefore no longer re�ects the original “laissez-faire” idea of the “minimal state” still

promoted by libertarians. Economic liberalism advocates for privatization, deregulation, globalization, free

trade, and austerity measures to reduce state intervention in the economy (Giroux 2004; Harvey 2007; Ayers

and Saad-Filho 2015).

The third script is societal liberalism, which stresses the emancipatory power of individual rights. Its

philosophical principle is that collective structures such as the family are in fact reproducing traditional

power relations and should therefore be challenged (Kaestle 2016). Born originally from the �rst script

(expanding individual rights as much as possible), the third script is now related not to securing political

rights, but to securing identity rights (Fukuyama 2018). This identity politics extends from recognizing the

diversity of ethnic identities (as with the proliferation of new racial categories in the United States for

Native Americans, Asians, and Hispanics, as well as the �ght for the recognition of biracial categories) to

legalizing the right to di�erent sexual orientations (through same-sex marriage) and gender �uidity (the

right to change gender or to reject binary gender identi�cation). While the legalization of homosexuality
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seems to have been accepted in many countries that identify themselves as liberal democracies (even if

there continue to be tensions around the issues of adoption and procreation), gender identi�cation has

become a new battleground for liberating the individual from collective identi�cations.

The fourth script, geopolitical liberalism, is composed of two interrelated components. The �rst is that,

historically, liberalism (like capitalism) has been intrinsically linked to colonialism (Bell 2016). The huge

postcolonial/decolonial literature considers that liberalism has essentially been written by Europeans; is

intimately articulated with non-liberal practices of domination, exclusion, and deculturation; and has

imposed an external blueprint that posits a universal political order (Bhambra 2007; Je�eress 2008).

Historical colonialism has been pursued by more modern neocolonial/neo-imperial methods. The United

States in particular has long exported liberalism under the label of democracy promotion, regime change,

and organized military interventions, which have delivered catastrophic results and contributed to the “US-

led world liberal order” becoming often associated with neo-imperialism (Downes 2021). Making

development aid conditional on recognition of liberal values such as LGBTQ rights is another form of

normative pressure. Seen from the Global South, this Western liberalism for export sounds very illiberal: as

Samuel Huntington summarized it, “what is universalism to the West is imperialism to the rest”

(Huntington 1997).

Second, the international world order is constructed to bene�t the “political West”—that is, North America

and (Western) Europe. Western countries and institutions are largely privileged in the current world order,

especially given the disproportionality between demography (the “golden billion”) and representation in

international organizations. As stated by Tanja Börzel and Michael Zürn, “the projection of North American

power after World War II would have been inconceivable without the attractiveness of the US social and

political model as the most signi�cant mise-en-scène of the liberal script” (Börzel and Zürn 2020). Since the

end of the Cold War, this geopolitical liberalism has become embedded in liberal internationalism, which, as

Andrej Krickovic and Richard Sakwa explain, “stresses the transformative role of liberalism and democracy

in taming interstate competition. The expansion of the liberal community of states and their continued

hegemony over world politics are considered necessary for the preservation of global peace and stability”

(Ikenberry 2018; Krickovic and Sakwa 2022).

There are three major point of tension between these di�erent scripts, each of which has been

instrumentalized by illiberal movements.

The �rst is the relationship between political and societal liberalism. For those we might call “liberal

progressivists,” there is an intrinsic connection between the two: the �ght to free the individual from

societal pressures when it comes to de�ning their ethnic, sexual, and gender identity is perceived as the

logical continuation of political freedom against absolutist and authoritarian state structures. In their e�ort

to cater to new identities and freedoms, such actors may manifest an illiberal attitude toward the fact that

there is signi�cant societal contention—if not contestation—around these new rights. For all who fall

outside the group of “liberal progressivists,” meanwhile, cultural liberalism is not the obvious extension of

political liberalism but something of a di�erent nature: it is variously seen as having nothing to do with

political freedoms and being an excessive individualism that negates ontological realities of human beings

(the conservatives); as a product of Western cultures not exportable abroad (among some in the Global

South); or as an obfuscation of the social-class issue that moves political liberalism away from addressing

socioeconomic equalities in favor of a neoliberal reading of ultra-individualist identities (the social class-

based left).

A second point of tension relates to the relationship between liberalism and neoliberalism, which has long

been a blind spot in research on illiberalism. For neoliberals, human beings are homo economicus: their main

identity is to be a consumer focused on economic prosperity. But neoliberalism is much more than an

economic policy: it is a coherent and distinctive political philosophy undergirded by the normative principle
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Illiberalism as a Challenge to the Meta-Ideology of Western Modernity

of personal ethical responsibility (Slobodian 2018; Whyte 2019). It frames a broader view of the social order

in which individuals, and not society or institutions, are in charge of their own “pursuit of happiness.” One

can therefore read neoliberalism as the natural continuation of liberalism toward extreme individualism, or

a divergence from it as it erases the collective belonging aspect, or even an opposing philosophy.

In the real world, neoliberalism has been presented by decision-making circles—and experienced by

citizens—as the continuation of liberalism, especially in cases where social-democratic forces, expected to

propose a more welfare-state-centric vision of the economy, have implemented neoliberal policies. In

Central and Eastern Europe, many of the “liberals” of the 1990s became “illiberals” in the 2000s–2010s,

and their fusionist positions—which, like those of American conservatives, combined economic liberalism

and moral conservatism—paved the way for illiberal regimes (Bluhm and Varga 2020). Today, one notices a

new articulation, that of economic libertarianism with paleoconservatism (Cooper 2021). Many illiberal

leaders—such as Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, Viktor Orbán, and Javier Milei—pursue neoliberal policies

and advocate for pro-market policies domestically but anti-globalization and protectionism

internationally, con�rming that illiberalism does implement neoliberal policies (Benczes 2024).

Seen from the left, neoliberalism has endangered political liberalism and contributed to discrediting it. One

strand of the literature explores, for instance, how neoliberalism has succeeded in commodifying identities,

family ties, and human bodies. In this reading, feminist and LGBTQ movements are denounced as

participating in this neoliberal marketization and the idea that inclusion in the citizenry happens through

ultra-individualism and consumerism (Rottenberg 2014; Prügl 2015; Gra� 2021). Another set of criticisms

of neoliberalism has now arrived from the right: illiberal movements contend that globalized neoliberalism

threatens the sense of community belonging. Such critics promote gender traditionalism as an answer to

neoliberalism, linking socioeconomic issues and social issues. In Poland, for instance, illiberals present

themselves as defenders both of the economically underprivileged and of families with multiple children to

whom they o�er some preferential welfare policies (Gra� and Korolczuk 2022).

A third point of tension relates to geopolitical liberalism. Aligning liberalism, universalism, and Westernism

as an obvious virtuous trinity is problematic, to say the least. If liberalism is tainted by its Western cultural

origin, can it be reinvented and reappropriated by non-Western actors? Is there room for a non-Western-

centric liberalism? Two paradoxes can be mentioned here. First, that illiberalism is rising in the non-

Western world as a reaction against the Western-led world order even as the Global North is itself becoming

more illiberal. Second, that while key Global South powers such as China, India, South Africa, and Brazil play

a fundamental role in pushing for a more sustainable global order, they are also denounced by the West as

too sympathetic to regimes seen as antithetical to liberalism, such as Putin’s Russia. How do we disentangle

the apparent contradiction that some illiberal regimes, which are anything but inclusive and democratic at

home, are at the forefront of a movement to make the international system more inclusive and equitable?

Are they integral to this movement despite themselves, or using it cynically for their own bene�t?

In the scholarly literature, the contestation of liberalism by illiberal forces is often explained as a backlash

against cultural progressivism and neoliberal reforms. While correct, this analysis tends to bypass

interpreting liberalism in the much broader sense of Western modernity. Liberalism does rest more or less

on its assimilation to a meta-ideology of Western modernity, which covers a vast array of concepts adapted

from the Enlightenment: individualism, universalism, rationality, modernity, and progress (Wallerstein

1995). As Georg Simmerl states, liberalism is interpreted as “an encompassing language game that

constitutes the discursive environment of modernity” (Simmerl 2023). By challenging liberalism,

illiberalism thus contributes in its own way to the growing challenges faced by the dominance of Western

modernity.
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Universalism

Rationality

Illiberal scripts challenge the idea of an abstract universalism that would allow for similar policies to be

applicable all over the world, claiming instead the right to particularism. They call for a contextualization of

politics against multilateral institutions and abstract “droit-de-l’hommisme.” Globalization, in the sense of

growing interactions between products and human beings from across the planet, plays a major role here,

as globalization and universalism tend to be equated to each other. One might, of course, read that

particularism as a simple defensive strategy on the part of authoritarian regimes that seek to protect

themselves from normative interference coming from the West, but this would be to ignore the rich

intellectual history of tensions between universalism and particularism, as well as the revival of

civilizational thought.

References to civilizations (plural) have indeed been growing in recent decades, positing, as Roger Brubaker

explains, “a di�erent kind of imagined community, located at a di�erent level of cultural and political

space, than national discourse” (Brubaker 2017). A growing body of theory rooted in social psychology and

sociology treats civilizations as a discursive commonplace, a mental map of the world that allows for

discussions about ontological security (Haynes 2019; Hale and Laruelle 2021). This civilizationism is widely

displayed by countries such as Russia, China, Turkey, India, and Singapore, but also by Western liberal

politicians, from Emmanuel Macron to Joseph Biden, and by the EU institutions, for which Western values

and liberalism are a “civilization” per se. The growing use of civilizationist references to explain

international tensions, with illiberals insisting on the right to particularism and liberals blending

universalist references (“there are no civilizations”) with the de�nition of liberalism as a civilization (“the

liberal West as a civilization to defend”), demonstrates that universalism has become a contested notion. As

Peter J. Katzenstein puts it, a civilizationist standpoint undercuts the “liberal presumption that

universalistic secular liberal norms are inherently superior to all others” (Katzenstein 2010).

The concept of rationality likewise appears contested. Rationality supposes that an individual can take

decisions in accordance with reason and that there are objective truths that can be deduced from empirical

evidence. It privileges scienti�c methods of knowledge acquisition at the expense of all other forms.

Historically framed as a �ght against obscurantism, rationality relies on an ambivalentphilosophical basis.

Who decides what is rational or not? Are religious feelings to be banned because they are not rational to the

nonbeliever? What about cultural di�erences that give rationality very di�erent content depending on local

context and how people navigate their environment? Is it irrational to be willing to die for one’s country or

for a cause?

A second issue with rationality relates to the way it has become a herald of (neo)liberal language. It is now

associated with the reign of technocratic decisions and expertise and with politicians justifying their

decisions not as an ideological choice but as rational and data-based. This has contributed in some

segments of the society to rationality being delegitimized, on the grounds that it is a language

representative of vested interest groups and not of the common good. The fact that science has been

assimilated to technocratic expertise partly explains the rise of anti-science feelings and anti-

intellectualism, which are opposed to an alleged popular “healthy common sense” or to individual

freedoms. The coronavirus pandemic accelerated the spread of such interpretations (Butter and Knight

2023). Conspiracy theories are a paradoxical by-product of the contestation of rationality: they call for

individuals to build their own expertise and be skeptical of any form of information, while simultaneously

rejuvenating views of the world that see direct causality and interconnectedness everywhere and deny the

possibility of coincidence, hazard, or parallels (Douglas et al. 2019).
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Modernity/Modernities

Liberal claims are also closely articulated with the notions of modernity and modernization, with the West

as its historical and cultural embodiment. “The West” is itself an extremely loaded term, referring not to a

geographic or political location but to an epistemic position. As Ella Shohat and Robert Stam have explained,

“Eurocentric thinking attributes to the ‘West’ an almost providential sense of historical destiny.

Eurocentrism, like Renaissance perspectives in painting, envisions the world from a single privileged point”

(Shohat and Stam 2014). Illiberalism, especially as displayed in the Global South, can thus be read through

the prism of calling for non-Western or anti-Western alternative modernities. There has indeed been a

growing convergence between postcolonial claims, traditionally present in the political culture of many

countries of the Global South and conventionally associated with the left, and the use of a postcolonial

nationalism by illiberal �gures blending it with classic far-right references (Zhang 2023).

There is therefore deep contestation of the moral geography of liberalism and its overlap or not with “the

West.”. Seen from the Global South, the whole of Europe, including Eastern Europe and Russia, is part of the

West demographically (populations on the decline), economically (relatively rich countries), and culturally

(coming from the Greco-Roman and Christian cradle). Seen from Russia, meanwhile, the West is mostly a

geopolitical reality embodied by NATO countries and the “political West,” which defends liberal values.

Seen from Budapest, the West is based in Brussels, while Central Europe is the real Europe. For some

constituencies within Europe and the United States, meanwhile, liberalism is a decadent force that is

destroying the real West. As Alexander Cooley and Daniel Nexon argue in their Exit from Hegemony, the

“vision of a world in deep cultural crisis, with the fate of Western civilization supposedly in the balance,” is

precisely the ideological “glue that unites the transnational right” (Cooley and Nexon 2020).

As Matthijs Lok shows in his Europe against Revolution (Lok 2023), the competition between liberalism and

conservatism has historically been a �ght for Europe’s identity; counter-revolutionary thought played a

major role in framing the idea of Europe as a political and moral entity against the modernity of the

republican nation-state. The �ght continues today, with a reverse agenda in terms of values. The EU

portrays Europe as purely liberal-democratic: it is progressivist in terms of mores, secular in relation to

religion, and denationalized in its vision of national identities as outdated. Building on Ana Laura Stoler’s

notion of “colonial aphasia,” used to describe the occultation of some periods of time, as well as the

di�culty of generating concepts to capture colonialism and comprehending its enduring relevance (Stoler

2011), one could speak of the EU having “illiberal aphasia” in forgetting its deeply rooted illiberal traditions

(Mazower 1998).

Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes have analyzed the illiberal backlash coming from Central and Eastern

Europe as “the end of the imitation era” (Krastev and Holmes 2020) and the revenge of the periphery on the

center. Liberal arguments were indeed received in the region through a postcolonial lens, seen as imposed

from abroad in a way that fails to consider the symbolic and material aspects of underlying power

hierarchies (Kováts 2023). Such a dynamic has implied that postcommunist societies are students of the

historic West rather than cocreators of a new Europe. For both Central and Eastern European elites, this is

unacceptable, as they consider themselves architects of the post−Cold War order and want to have their

voices heard. Countries such as Russia, Poland, and Hungary have then articulated (the last two in a more

legitimate way, as they are EU members) their vision of another Europe: one that is proud of its conservative

values, cherishes its Christian identity, and does not consider the nation an obsolete concept of reference. It

is precisely because the end of communism was framed as the arrival of “Western” norms and blended the

di�erent scripts of liberalism that there has been a backlash against liberal democracy. As Jan Sowa

eloquently puts it, postcommunist countries have had to deal with a model “based on the belief that the

reproduction of Western ideological and economic standards will help bring us closer to modernity in the

form in which it is imagined in the post-communist consciousness of the elites” (Sowa 2012).
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Progress

The current illiberal backlash stemming from the region should therefore be read as a pursuit e�ectively

aimed at reclaiming agency and subjectivity in a postcolonial or decolonial tone that has resonance in the

Global South. While this backlash is massive, it is not present throughout the entire region; one can also (at

least currently) identify societies such as Ukraine that are formulating their agency and subjectivity through

and in the name of the Western liberal project.

The same contradiction can be found in US political culture. Liberal constituencies tend to see themselves as

the “norm,” while considering conservative or illiberal constituencies to be nonrepresentative of what

should be American political identity (and vice versa, obviously). Historically, however, the United States

has had both prominent populist movements and a deeply rooted far-right tradition, which should be

considered legitimate parts of the country’s political culture (Dueck 2019; Engstrom and Huckfeldt 2020).

During the Cold War decades, the United States experienced McCarthyism domestically; supported far-right

regimes across the globe, especially in Latin America; and recruited former Nazis to lead the �ght against

communism (Anievas and Saull 2020)—a whole page of history that does not align with today’s

hagiographic vision of the United States as herald of liberalism. Accordingly, the fact that US foreign policy

always emphasizes liberal progressivist values has been widely interpreted in the Global South as

hypocritical given the contestation of liberal progressivism within American society itself—a reality

exposed during Donald Trump’s presidency (Hart 2020; Geary 2023).

The notion of progress is another theme inspired by the Enlightenment and embraced by liberalism that is

currently being questioned. As liberalism presents itself as the philosophy of progress, it struggles to deal

with the pessimism of the large part of (at least) Western constituencies who are skeptical about the

promise of the future.

In Western societies, surveys con�rm a strong feeling of decline, be it moral, demographic, or economic. A

2022 Pew study found that the majority of adults in many Western countries, among them the United

States, Australia, Spain, the United Kingdom, and Belgium, believe that future generations will be

�nancially worse o� than their parents, a �gure that rises to a striking three-quarters in Japan, France,

Canada, and Italy (Clancy, Gray, and Vu 2022). In Europe globally, Eurobarometer polls show that more than

two-thirds of European Union citizens fear that current demographic trends “put the EU’s long-term

economic prosperity and competitiveness at risk” (Eurobarometer 2023). In the United States, there are

potent feelings of overall decline too: between two-thirds and three-quarters of Americans believe that by

2050 the country’s economy will be weaker, its politics will be more divisive, and wealth and income

inequality will be worse. Moreover, a majority believe that decline is already happening and that life was

better �fty years ago than it is today (Daniller 2023).

Liberalism has so far failed to explain why economic progress—understood as economic growth—

aggravates socioeconomic inequalities rather than remedying them. As Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the

Twenty-First Century shows, the liberal idea that economic growth alone can produce equality is no longer

operational (Piketty 2014). Many of the factors that produce greater inequality increased as liberalism

became an unchallenged ideology during its neoliberal and “end of history” phase, binding unchecked

liberalism and rising inequality together as an associative pair. This dynamic is visible in the fact that,

according to the World Inequality Report 2022, inequality is now at levels not seen since around 1910 (Chancel

et al. 2023).

Liberalism has also failed to foster a solid public debate about what technological progress means for

societal well-being. AI and automation are expected to transform the job market, requiring massive

retraining programs for those who lose their jobs in order to avoid a second failed deindustrialization, while
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Is Liberalism Turning Illiberal or Authoritarian?

data capitalism has produced data breaches with important implications for privacy protection (First 2018;

Zubo� 2019; Sætra 2019).

Even more importantly, liberalism has thus far failed to address environmental challenges—and especially

climate change. Liberal governments continue to promote economic policies that, even when they try to

respect international legislation on reducing environmental footprints (rooted in neoliberal capitalism’s

“greenwashing” e�orts), re�ect a belief in growth in a world that is �nite. How can liberalism dissociate

itself from a “progress” that destroys the livability of the planet? How can a new de�nition of what is

progressive be invented? In theory, liberalism as a philosophy has the ability to integrate nature into its

expansion of rights: animals and nature could be granted rights, as could the future generations with whom

we have the duty to share the planet. Baby steps in this direction have already been taken by, among others,

New Zealand, Ecuador, and India, which have (with mixed results) granted human rights to rivers and

mountains (Tanasescu 2017).

This critique is not, of course, to suggest that illiberal forces o�er solutions on the environmental front—

they do not. Indeed, it could be argued that the presence in power of illiberal forces often correlates with less

awareness, or even distrust, of the science around climate change than exists in liberal constituencies or

governments. But they have been able to capture the global feeling of decline or deadlock of the current

system to advance global contestation of the notion of progress, especially technological,—and therefore of

liberalism.

Another face of the liberalism/illiberalism entanglement to be explored more in depth by the literature is

the growth of illiberal and/or authoritarian tendencies in liberal democracies, including among those who

identify as liberals. Scholarship on illiberalism tends to almost automatically associate illiberal worldviews

with authoritarian practices of power and—except in some more leftist academic traditions—has a blind

spot when it comes to the relationship between liberalism and authoritarianism. Here, one can disentangle

two central articulations. The �rst—the relationship between liberalism and authoritarianism—has at least

four layers:

a) Authoritarian regimes may be economically liberal—think Augusto Pinochet’s Chile and the

experience of Latin America as a whole during the Cold War.

b) Some forms of political liberalism may be imposed in nondemocratic settings, and the idea that

technological and bureaucratic rationality can function e�ectively even if divorced from the rest of

liberal modernity has contributed to blurring the lines (Esmark 2020). Here, one might highlight the

case of Singapore, which is probably the only country to be treated as a case study of liberalism by

some authors and of illiberalism by others. In Singapore, aspects associated with liberalism—such as

meritocracy and technocratic elitism—coexist with more authoritarian features and an illiberal

philosophical grounding (the regime’s strong civilizationism and “Asian values” narrative, for

instance, challenge Western universalism) (Wee 2001; Tan 2012; Rodan, Clammer, and Huat 2019;

Chang 2021; Cheang and Choy 2021).

c) There has emerged an undemocratic liberalism in which citizens’ rights are respected but their

political choices are rarely implemented. The EU construction—and especially the powers given to the

EU Commission, an unelected technocratic body—has been interpreted by some scholars as a

nondemocratic imposition of liberalism. Yascha Mounk and Cas Mudde, for instance, see illiberal

democracy and undemocratic liberalism as mirror dynamics (Mounk 2018b; Mudde 2021), while Sheri

Berman reminds us that, historically, “liberalism unchecked by democracy can easily deteriorate into

elitist oligarchy” (Berman 2017).
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d) As liberal democracies struggle to impose austerity measures and face grassroots demand for more

direct forms of democracy, one can observe growing use of authoritarian methods within the liberal

framework: governments bypass national parliaments, reinforce executive power, misuse law-

enforcement agencies, and so on. For instance, the French government’s use of police brutality

against some social protests, such as the Yellow Vests movement and environmental protests, can be

analyzed as an authoritarian move in the name of defending technocratic liberalism (Trouillard

2022).

The second articulation relates to the rise of pockets of illiberal public policy within liberal democracies

themselves—what Didier Bigo and Anastassia Tsoukala have called “illiberal practices of liberal regimes”

(Bigo and Tsoukala 2008). There are at least �ve such pockets:

a) The “war on terror” narrative and its replication in di�erent Western countries have allowed for

extensive infringements of citizens’ privacy, as well as the use of torture and the externalization of it

in foreign countries in the name of the nation’s security (Bigo and Tsoukala 2008; Bogain 2017). The

multiplication of “states of emergency,” however genuine they may be, has accelerated this

infringement on individual freedoms, as seen in the debate over lockdowns and mandatory

vaccination during the COVID-19 pandemic (Galea 2023).

b) European anti-migrant legislation and practices, such as detention camps and refusal to aid

struggling boats in the Mediterranean, have put states at odds with their own human-rights

declarations (Triada�lopoulos 2011; Galston 2018; Kauth and King 2020). The same can be seen in the

United States, where it has become logistically impossible even for Democratic governments to secure

the border with Mexico and manage the �ow of migrants in a way respectful of human dignity and

liberal principles.

c) There is a growing trend of infringing on the freedoms of speech and thought. While these freedoms

have never been as sacrosanct in European liberalism as they have been in the US context, where they

are protected by the First Amendment, recent years have witnessed the rapid expansion of anti-hate-

speech laws and anti-protest practices in the name of protecting minority groups and upholding such

liberal values as multiculturalism and inclusiveness. In desperate attempts to curtail the rise of

antisemitism linked to the Israel-Hamas con�ict in fall 2023, France and Germany for instance tried

to impose a blanket ban on pro-Palestinian protests; Austria and the UK banned some pro-

Palestinian slogans (Brady et al. 2023); and some German states went so far as to make the

recognition of Israel a precondition for naturalizing as a German citizen (Axelrod 2023). Ireland

drafted a new law on hate speech that would make it an o�ense to deny or trivialize gender identity

and disability, an approach that even many defenders of minority rights consider too radical (Askew

2023).

New legislative discussions in Europe around topics such as depriving foreigners of their work permits or

stripping dual citizens of their second citizenship in the event that they are found to have engaged not only

in terrorism but also in anything identi�ed as “Islamic radicalization” con�rm a hardening of what it

means to be a citizen of a liberal democracy. While liberalism extends rights to a core group, it may equally

seek to deny those rights to a minority deemed dangerous. Such policies are of course popular among far-

right leaders and their constituencies in Europe, but even those who present themselves as liberals tend

toward a similar set of decisions, as seen in the 2024 law on immigration passed by the French government

(albeit subsequently largely dismissed by the Constitutional Court), which connects social rights to

citizenship and makes it harder for the children of immigrants to obtain French citizenship (Burdeau 2023).

This is not to suggest that a discussion on the boundaries of the citizenry is not worth having, but it seems

that a more restrictive de�nition of the polity is under construction in Europe with popular backing,

con�rming once again that democracy and liberal values are sometimes contradictory.
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Individual Full Sovereignty and Post-Truth

d) New technologies have endangered political rights and have not to date been put under democratic

supervision. Silicon Valley giants have created what Shoshanna Zubo� has called “surveillance

capitalism,” an economic system centered around the commodi�cation of personal data with the core

purpose of pro�t-making (Zubo� 2019). The interests of state institutions such as law-enforcement

agencies to develop a vast suite of surveillance IT (street cameras, AI facial recognition, etc.)

challenge liberal claims of the right to individual privacy in the name of collective security (Bennett

and Livingston 2018; Foroohar 2021).

e) As mentioned previously, in foreign policy, US interventionism to support pro-democratic regime

change, especially in Iraq and Afghanistan, has not only failed in practice (Schramm 2022) but has

also created mental schemes in which liberal democracy is seen as something imposed from abroad

by force.

As these examples demonstrate, the distinction between liberalism, illiberalism, and authoritarianism is far

from clearly delineated—and indeed, both theoretical and policy overlaps have been multiplying. This can

be explained not only by the cynical electoral strategies of liberal �gures who play on their citizens’ fears

but also by the genuine di�culty of balancing between public policies that guarantee individual rights (in

particular of noncitizens) and those that meet collective needs for security or identity-based belonging.

Illiberalismʼs “Amplifying Feedback Loop” E�ect

Linked to these evolutions is another sub�eld of research around illiberalism, which has focused on

identifying the causes and consequences of its rise. Here, the literature overlaps with that which exists

around other concepts, including populism, democracy decay/erosion, and autocratization. Yet the sub�eld

of illiberalism introduces new elements to the discussion and highlights di�erent components of the debate.

Because it focuses on liberalism per se, it allows us to better dissociate what is systemic from what is

anecdotal.

Illiberal forces contribute to what we can call an amplifying feedback loop: they initially grow as an answer

to the internal challenges of liberal systems, but they then trigger processes that accelerate these challenges

and intensify the move away from liberal values. This framework illuminates that illiberal forces are both

resulting from problems faced by “really existing liberalism” and actively weakening liberalism. As this

process unfolds, it responds to—and causes—several structural, endogenous transformations, listed here

in no particular order of priority or causality.

The �rst is post-modernity broadly speaking—even if this concept is itself contested—in the sense of a

world much more �uid or liquid than previously, both in terms of horizontal moves (products, people, and

ideas travel faster), vertical moves (people may challenge their place in the society more than before, even if

this is less true in some countries of the Global South and there are growing traps of multidimensional

poverty in the Global North), and virtual moves (people may have some idea of what is happening far away

from them, thanks to the Internet).

This postmodernity pretends to o�er full subjectivity and sovereignty to the individual (Bialasiewicz and

Eckes 2021). From that perspective, individuals’ “illiberal” and “progressive” views are two ideological

sides of the same coin of full sovereignty. If an individual can decide to be of a gender that does not

correspond to their biological sex, then an individual also has the sovereignty to refuse to believe in

vaccination, lockdown, or scienti�c evidence of any kind, as well as to state that the 2020 US elections were

stolen—because the full subjectivity of the individual is upgraded to the main and only yardstick for
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Socieconomic Changes

Ungovernmentability and the Paralysis of Representative Democracy

determining what makes sense and is legitimate. There should, however, be noted a contradiction between

this claim of an individual’s full sovereignty and the reality of their socioeconomic situation, which usually

dramatically constrains individual options.

This postmodernity has been accelerated by the hectic evolutions of technology and the media ecosystem,

which have created an environment that invites citizens to request immediacy, whereas liberal democratic

mechanisms—which must achieve consensus and balance—are by de�nition slow. Hyperconnectivity

circumvents institutional intermediaries and makes them irrelevant as it dismantles hierarchies of

knowledge and trust (Brubaker 2022). Social media have created a wide market of individual opinions all

presented as equal, accelerating distrust in formal institutions, including science, and creating a context of

“post-truth” (which sometimes manifests as conspiracy theories). Media ecosystems globally, and Big

Tech algorithms in particular, have thus become key constitutive actors of the weakening of liberal

democracy: they accentuate polarization and division, contribute to the gami�cation of the public space and

the structuring of a false public-opinion space, and thereby bear direct responsibility for deconstructing the

civic consensus and common good on which a polity is based (Lehr 2019; Davies 2021). Reforming

algorithmic governance, especially with the arrival of AI, will become a critical component for liberal

democracy’s survival.

A second systemic transformation relates to well-studied socioeconomic changes. Since the 1980s,

neoliberal economic measures have decoupled economic growth from the well-being of the middle classes,

contributing to the material and symbolic pauperization of large constituencies (Piketty 2014). This has

been accentuated by globalization processes, which have caused blue-collar regions and groups, as well as

parts of the lower-middle and middle classes, to become “forgotten” in the political o�ers. They are

sandwiched between the most fragile groups (refugees, minorities, etc.), which receive state support, on the

one hand, and cosmopolitan elites, on the other hand—in a context where developing countries with

cheaper labor compete with domestic industry.

The deep evolutions of the labor market—deindustrialization, the growing quest for competitiveness, and

the partial disappearance of trade unionism—have weakened traditional social ties and left little room to

reinvent cultural togetherness in the workplace. As Steven Livingston proposes, positivist approaches to

investigating the embrace of extremist ideas by a cognitive-science approach should be replaced or at least

complemented by the study of the nature of beliefs as a human response to precarity, especially during

social and economic disruption (Livingston 2023).

A third transformation revolves around democratic institutions’ decay. The framework of representative

democracy seems to have exhausted part of its appeal: citizens feel distant from decision-making centers

and unable to in�uence policy decisions. As a result of technocratic de-ideologization, the feeling of the

“ungovernmentability” of democracy has increased. Moreover, the ability of politics and policies to change

people’s ordinary lives has declined over the years: a large part of our everyday reality is now shaped by the

private sector, which is not under democratic control. Sheldon S. Wolin has spoken about a “inverted

totalitarianism,” in which economic rather than political power is dangerously dominant (Wolin 2016).

Representative democracy is also struggling to renew itself: in the majority of Western democracies, MPs

and their equivalents come from the upper echelons of society, often from families that already enjoy

substantial social capital, if not �nancial capital, while the lower middle classes—especially blue-collar

workers—are almost totally absent from the political sphere. The meritocratic promotion up the social

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/edited-volum

e/55211/chapter/467897941 by O
U

P-R
eference G

ratis Access user on 26 June 2024



Culturalization of Citizenship

ladder that was possible in the �rst three decades following World War II seems to be paralyzed.

Experiencing meaningful political rights is mostly a social-class-based reality that European and US

democracies will have to rethink (Landemore 2020). This reality, combined with the lack of political

alternatives and the feeling that social democracy has accommodated neoliberalism rather than challenging

it, has created political apathy and high levels of abstention during elections, especially among youth

(Belchior and Teixeira 2023).

In the Global South, frustration with democracy has led to calls for what Marco Garrido calls “disciplining

democracy” (Garrido 2021). In those countries that have faced regular political and economic crises, such as

in Latin America and South and Southeast Asia, citizens have been advocating for circumscribing the scope

of democracy in hopes of making it more e�cient. Support for this approach can also be seen in Europe,

where a strong leader able to bypass representative institutions is seen by a growing number of citizens as

the way to deal with democratic ine�ciency. Surveying eighteen consolidated democracies between 1981

and 2018, Alexander Wuttke, Konstantin Gavras, and Harald Schoen show that some European polities—

including Italy, Slovakia, and Spain—now display greater support for strong leaders who do not have to

bother with parliament than they did a decade ago. In other contexts—like Norway and Sweden—one

observes “U-shaped” support for strong leaders, with the youngest and oldest cohorts of voters supporting

more authoritarian forms of government, while the middle generations, who came of age in the “long”

1960s, are less inclined to do so (Wuttke, Gavras, and Schoen 2020).  Some studies have explored the causal

mechanisms that drive publics to desire stronger leaders, �nding that material conditions such as growing

inequality lead to “anomie,” the feeling that society is breaking down, which pushes citizens to desire a

stronger leader who could restore order, even if that means undermining democracy (Sprong et al. 2019).

4

A fourth transformation relates to the culturalization of citizenship. This term was coined by Jan Willem

Duyvendak, Peter Geschiere, and Evelien Tonkens, who de�ne it as “a process in which what it is to be a

citizen is less de�ned in terms of civic, political, or social rights, and more in terms of adherence to norms,

values, and cultural practices” (Duyvendak, Geschiere, and Tonkens 2016). And indeed, calls to determine

who belongs to the polity on the basis of mores and values have reshaped the European political landscape

these last two decades, contributing to a rising welfare chauvinism (Careja and Harris 2022). Yet support for

populist politicians cannot be explained simply by the widespread “cultural backlash” argument advanced

by Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, who posit the existence of a generational value gap between more

conservative older generations and more liberal younger ones. Indeed, while looking at the grassroots level

is key, Armin Schäfer demonstrates that the generational argument does not hold (Schäfer 2022). Younger

generations are often more liberal but less democratic than older ones—yet another sign that the two

notions of liberalism and democracy need to be decoupled.

The notion of culturalization of citizenship meshes with the idea that expanding individual rights into the

sphere of sexuality and gender is the continuation of political rights: “sexual citizenship”—that is, rights

linked to sexuality, gender, and the body—has become a central battleground for today’s polities. Yet the

notion of culture wars, a heavily loaded binary, should be questioned by scholars rather than taken for

granted (Kováts 2023), and the various recent forms of conservative resistance should not be con�ated

(Edenborg 2023; Payne and Tornhill 2023).

At the level of culture wars’ political entrepreneurship, one can indeed �nd two core groups of

progressivists and conservatives. The former call for a more inclusive society in terms of gender equality,

LGBTQ rights, and migrants’ integration. They also o�er a global, critical re-evaluation of Europe’s colonial

past and of neocolonial symbolic hierarchies. Some continue to value pluralism and civility, while others

consider polarization a necessary by-product of the change required to produce a more just world. The
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conservatives, by contrast, call for societal changes to be slowed down or reversed to secure a White,

Christian identity—or at least a secularized, culturally Christian version thereof. They support traditional

hierarchies and gender roles, advocate heterosexual marriage and families as the model, and posit the

existence of a core ethnic nation into which migrants can assimilate but which they cannot challenge. In

Western Europe, illiberal �gures have adapted to public opinion and become more progressive in their views

of sexuality, with homonationalism and/or femonationalism (Sifaki, Quinan, and Lončarević 2022) as a way

to exclude the Islamic “Other.” In any case, a signi�cant proportion of citizens position themselves

somewhere between these two culture-wars camps, making the picture more shades of gray than black and

white.

The Handbook

The present Oxford Handbook picks up where the Routledge Handbook left o�, building on the previous

collective discussion to continue testing the concept of illiberal(ism). Contributors do not necessarily share

the same exact de�nition of illiberalism or even its existence as an -ism. Yet they all attempt to “isolate”

the term from broader and competing notions in order to avoid a conceptual overlap that would impede

e�orts to debate the heuristic value of the concept. They also test the concept in the context of their own

discipline or �eld, discussing its potential and its limitations, as well as its interpretations depending on

diverse epistemological traditions.

Sections One and Two explore the conceptual space of illiberalism. The �rst section addresses the

relationship between illiberalism and its obvious “companions” (populism, conservatism, and

authoritarianism), traces its ideological genealogy, and discusses where to locate it: in the political,

intellectual, or cultural realm? The second takes a deeper dive into the entanglement between liberalism and

illiberalism, deconstructing this established dichotomy by bringing in critical voices to de�ne “really

existing liberalism” and its ideological and policy a�nities with illiberalism.

Sections Three and Four focus on the two classic articulations of illiberalism: with identity issues (its

intersectionality with religion, beliefs, gender, race, and memory, and how these may coalesce in grand

narratives such as the Great Replacement) and with socioeconomic issues (how neoliberal globalization has

contributed to a backlash, with perspectives from di�erent angles and countries, both from the Global

North and the Global South).

Sections Five and Six approach illiberalism from the standpoint of regimes, national context, and the

international scene. They emphasize the importance of looking at context-speci�c evolutions—with case

studies from Central Europe, the BRICS, Turkey, China, India, and Russia—as well as the role of illiberal

regimes in challenging the so-called liberal world order in the name of multipolarity.

Sections Seven and Eight investigate two new research directions. Section Seven explores illiberalism as a

grassroots culture, a lived experience for a multitude of actors, from illiberal civil society to illiberal think

tanks and media. This investigation serves to move away from the conventional top-down approach and

embrace a more bottom-up perspective. Section Eight looks at illiberalism as a political philosophy, with a

focus on speci�c intellectual projects’ self-presentation—as illiberal, postliberal, or national-conservative

—and their myriad architects. The section pays particular attention to some of the leading countries in the

illiberal intellectual tradition, namely the United States, the UK, France, Poland, and Russia.
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Notes

1 A special thanks to the many friends and colleagues who read the previous versions of this paper: Julian A. Waller, Gulnaz
Sibgatullina, John Chrobak, Aaron Irion, and Joseph Cerrone.

2 Of course, not all scholarship on illiberalism need necessarily define the concept. Instead, authors may choose to confine
themselves to studying semantic use of the term, exploring the repertoires employed by di�erent actors.

3 This is less new in the United States—Liberty University, one of the bastions of the Christian Right, opened in 1971—but is
now multiplying, especially in Central Europe.

4 I am grateful to Aaron Irion for bringing this article to my attention.
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