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Résume
Dans cet entretien, Aurelien Mondon et Simon Dawes analysent la normalisation des politiques

d’extrême droite. Leur but est d’expliquer de manière plus complète la montée de Marine Le

Pen en prenant en compte le rôle des acteurs publics dominants (mainstream). En se basant

sur les recherches conduites par Mondon avec ses collègues, cet entretien explore en particulier

l’importance de comprendre le processus de normalisation au-delà du succès de l’extrême droite

elle-même ou résultant simplement de son impact propre. En particulier, cela requiert une

approche critique notamment vis-à-vis du populisme, mais aussi des articulations du racisme,

pour pouvoir comprendre comment ces politiques qui étaient encore récemment reléguées

aux marges de la société ont pu revenir dans les normes et occupent aujourd’hui une place

disproportionnée dans le discours public. Loin de sous-estimer la menace que pose l’extrême

droite, Mondon insiste sur le besoin une approche holistique pour la combattre, qui prend notam-

ment en compte le rôle des acteurs dominants dans la légitimation des politiques réactionnaires.

Mots-clés
extreme-droite, populisme, racisme, libéralisme, républicanisme, laïcité

Abstract
In this interview, Aurelien Mondon and Simon Dawes analyse the mainstreaming of far-right pol-

itics. It aims to make sense of Marine Le Pen’s rise by putting it in perspective and accounting for

the role of the mainstream itself in the process. Building on the research Mondon has undertaken

with colleagues, this interview explores in particular the importance of understanding
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mainstreaming beyond it being the success of the far right or a sign of its growing popularity. In

particular, this requires a more critical take on issues such as populism, but also articulations of

racism, to understand how politics which had been relegated to the margins of history have

returned to the norm and occupy today a disproportionate space in public discourse. Far from

downplaying the threat posed by the far right today, Mondon stresses that combatting it is of

course essential, but that a more holistic approach, which tackles the role of mainstream actors

in the legitimisation of reactionary politics, is essential if we are to stop the slide towards fascism.

Keywords
far-right, populism, racism, liberalism, republicanism, laïcité

Simon Dawes (SD): Over the past few years, there has been widespread (political, journalistic and
academic) interest in the rise of so-called “populism” around the world. The far right is now almost
uniquely referred to as populist, but the term is also often applied to the (far-)left. You have a very
critical perspective on the pertinence of the term and its application to both right and left. Could you
elaborate on that, and say a little about anything that’s specific to the French context?
Aurélien Mondon (AM): I have always had a love/hate relationship with ‘populism’. While I have
increasingly come to believe that it is not a useful term in public discourse, critical conceptual dis-
cussions remain illuminating. Yet my work has mostly been about how populism is misused, rather
than what it really is. One of my first academic encounters with the term was when I was writing my
PhD proposal on the mainstreaming of the far right in France and Australia. As I was making my
way through some of the core literature on the topic, I came across a book that referred to parties
like the Front National as ‘right-wing populist’. In this book, ‘right-wing populism’ was used expli-
citly to differentiate these parties from what were traditionally named at the time ‘extreme right’
ones. ‘Right-wing populist’ parties were considered to be significantly different from extreme
right ones, in particular through their tapping into cultural grievances rather than traditional
forms of racism.

This did not sit well with me and soon after I was fortunate enough to come across the work of
Annie Collovald (2004) on the dangers of misusing populism and that of Chantal Mouffe (2005),
but also to acquire a much better understanding of racism than is sadly common in political science.
These experiences introduced me to what I think are more fruitful understandings of populism, as
well as of wider far-right politics. Interestingly, it was also then that Cas Mudde (2007) developed
his ‘populist radical right’ framework which is the most commonly used today. What is fascinating
is that, even though Mudde himself warned clearly of the dangers of exaggerating the populist
nature of these parties, this has often gone unheeded, even when his definition is used.

Since, there have been fascinating developments in critical understandings of populism, most
notably emerging from the discursive approach based on the work of Ernesto Laclau (2005) and
expanded by colleagues such as Yannis Stavrakakis and his Thessaloniki school (see amongst
others Katsambekis, 2020; Stavrakakis et al., 2017; Stavrakakis, 2017). To me, the discursive
approach eschews the many pitfalls other approaches risk falling for as it does not imbue populism
with any ideological or normative content (De Cleen, Glynos, and Mondon, 2018).

While the discursive approach has made some strides in populism studies, the mainstream use of
the term in public discourse is generally based on poor definitions. This is particularly problematic
as ‘populism’ has become almost ubiquitous when discussing our current reactionary moment.
What I have tried to explore in my research on the topic with colleagues such as Katy Brown,
Jana Goyvaerts, Benjamin De Cleen, Aaron Winter and Jason Glynos is that, as academics
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researching the current reactionary moment, we must reflect not just on what populism is, but how
we talk about populism and the impact this may have on public discourse.

What this means more precisely is that we should not substitute more appropriate, but also
rightly stigmatising, terms such as far right or racism for populism, something Collovald made
clear over 20 years ago! This is not just about a pedantic academic and terminological debate,
but very much about the current state of politics and the dangers posed by the resurgence of far-right
politics and their mainstreaming. Using ‘populism’ in place of far right or racism, for example, can
lead to a dual process of legitimisation and delegitimisation, linked to what some of us have termed
‘populist hype’ (Glynos and Mondon, 2019; Goyvaerts et al., 2023; Maiguashca, 2019).
Legitimisation of far-right politics and parties happens through the semantic link constructed
with ‘the people’. This is something which until recently the far right had been deprived of, and
craved. It is therefore no surprise that far-right actors have been trying to claim populism since
the 1990s and this very fact should ring alarm bells – Jean-Marie Le Pen was very keen on the
term. It also legitimises these parties as alternatives to an increasingly distrusted status quo, and
in reverse legitimises the status quo as the bulwark against the far right, despite the process of main-
streaming requiring the mainstream’s agency and complicity (Brown, Mondon, and Winter, 2021;
Brown, forthcoming). Finally, it delegitimises not only left-wing alternatives, which can rightly or
wrongly be termed populist, by equating them to the far right. Linking the left, but also the people
through the semantic roots of the term, to what remains widely considered as bad or even evil pol-
itics, allows the liberal elite to reinforce its hegemony and shirk its responsibility in the mainstream-
ing of the far right. Therefore, it is not just about understanding populism, but also accounting for
anti-populist attitudes in mainstream understandings of populism (see amongst others Stavrakakis
et al., 2018).

In France, populist hype can be witnessed in the ‘rise’ of the Front/Rassemblement
National (FN/RN) and the way its politics have been mainstreamed. While this process of main-
streaming can be traced back to at least the 1980s, a key turning point to illustrate the process is
the 2002 presidential election when Jean-Marie Le Pen reached the second round (Mondon,
2014). This election is both rightly and wrongly heralded as a watershed moment in the resurgence
of the far right in Europe and the west more broadly. Rightly as it was indeed a turning point;
wrongly as it was not for the reasons generally put forward.

It was generally covered in apocalyptic terms, suggesting that the very survival of democracy
was at stake in the second round setting Le Pen against Jacques Chirac. Echoing what was a
quasi-universal message in the media, all political parties called their voters to vote for Chirac,1

who became the embodiment of the Republic. Many voters turned up to vote with pegs on their
noses or wearing gloves to demonstrate they were not voting for Chirac, who had received the
lowest ever first round score for a future president and was embroiled in countless corruption scan-
dals, but against the far right. Chirac was elected with 82% and the media celebrated the triumph of
democracy. I would argue that this was in fact very much a key step towards the mainstreaming of
reaction and the weakening of democracy in France.

The 2002 presidential election was a perfect example of the role mediation plays in democratic
life. The common narrative focused on the rise of the far right and the threat it posed to democracy.
Yet this was only a small, albeit concerning, part of the picture. Indeed, in 2002, Le Pen didn’t get to
the second round because his popularity was growing and French voters found their ‘legitimate con-
cerns’ addressed by his programme. In fact, Le Pen had been stagnating in terms of vote, not just
since the 1995 election, but since 1988. The reason he reached the second round was therefore not
because of his ‘populism’ or the ‘irresistible’ rise of the far right, but because of the huge increase in
abstention and the split of the vote across many smaller parties, away from the centre left and right.
The fall of the centre and wider disillusionment with the current state of democracy should have
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been the real headline. Instead, the focus was placed on the far right as an alternative to the status
quo, and the status quo as the only viable alternative to the far right. This only made matters worse,
as it legitimised the far right which occupied a disproportionate space in public discourse in the fol-
lowing years. Think for example of the rise of Sarkozy and his incredibly right-wing campaign in
2007 (for more detail, see Mondon, 2013). It also stifled discussions about the crisis of democracy
in France and how it could be addressed. If looked at this way, the subsequent elections and political
development have been all too predictable.

SD:Often when people talk of the rise of the far-right in France they limit discussion to the elect-
oral gains of the Le Pen family and the Front/Rassemblement National party (and recently to that
also of Zemmour). But this limits discussion of the far right to specific individuals and parties, and
of politics to the electoral process. In contrast, in your work you’ve tried to turn attention towards
the mainstreaming of far-right discourse and to mainstreaming itself as a process worthy of schol-
arly attention. Could you explain this?

AM: The study of the mainstreaming of the far right has a long history, although it may not
always have been done under this particular term. It has also been core to my research from the
start of my PhD. What I originally intended to study was the far right itself in France and
Australia, but I was struck early on by the role played by the mainstream actors in my case
studies. I want to stress that the level of support One Nation and the FN received at the time
was extremely concerning, as my research on populist hype is at times misinterpreted as me
saying that we should not worry about the far right or that it is not a real threat. My point is
very much the opposite. Any level of far-right support is concerning, and the threat is always all
too present for those at the sharp end. As such, it is vital to counter it always and everywhere –
a stand that is not always taken as clearly as it should in the field.

My point is that accounting for populist hype avoids legitimising far-right politics and thus
strengthening them further. This is core to the process of mainstreaming as Katy Brown, Aaron
Winter and I (2021) have most recently developed a heuristic framework for. Too often main-
streaming has been studied as a linear process whereby the far right is the main actor, either mod-
erating itself to become more accepted or forcing the mainstream to become more radical. This has
often been limited to the study of elections: put simplistically, if the far right does well, then it is
normalising, if it doesn’t then it is failing. This is not necessarily wrong, but it is only part of the
picture. What we have tried to do is expand such understandings to account for wider politics,
bringing to the fore the importance of discourse in the shaping of hegemony.

This requires a number of important starting points which are obvious but too often ignored: the
mainstream is not fixed and what is mainstream one day can be radical the next and vice versa; the
mainstream is not essentially good; the borders between the mainstream and extreme are fuzzy
(Mondon andWinter, 2020). Our framework aims to make clear the crucial role played by the main-
stream itself in the process of mainstreaming. Mainstream actors, whether it is the media, politicians
or academics, often argue that they must give space to the far right and its ideas because it is what
‘the people’ want and thus democracy requires. Instead, we argue that this negates their own cap-
acity to shape the agenda and the way the far right can be used as a self-serving distraction away
from other issues. We also highlight how it can help legitimise the status quo by comparison: it’s us
or the far right.

This process leads to the construction of far-right politics as ‘legitimate grievances’ of the
people, even though they only receive marginal support and this support is highly mediated by
the state of the political discourse. This is something that I researched more precisely recently in
an article on the way concerns about immigration vary widely depending on whether respondents
are asked about what the main issues are in their country or for themselves personally (Mondon,
2022). When asked about their country, concerns about immigration are high (although not as
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high as often portrayed) and follow the news: rising during particular political campaigns that prime
immigration such as the EU referendum in the United Kingdom or particular events such as the
so-called refugee crisis in 2016 or terrorist attacks. As research has shown, these events generally
paint immigration as a problem and place it high on the agenda (on the Brexit referendum, see
Moore and Ramsay, 2017; on Islam in France see Deltombe, 2005).

What is fascinating though is that when the same people who place immigration as a top issue for
their country are asked about issues for them personally, immigration and related issues drop off the
radar. Instead, issues that would be far more beneficial to the left become central to respondents’
concerns (cost of living, healthcare, etc.). This is not surprising: we all rely on mediatory processes
to make sense of the world around us – what Benedict Anderson (2006) termed ‘imagined commu-
nities’. The issue is that today, such mediatory processes are predominantly in the hands of actors
who give disproportionate space to reactionary ideas. This can be for personal or ideological gains,
because they sell or even because they may genuinely albeit wrongly believe this is what ‘the
people’ want. In turn, this leads to a vicious circle whereby the elite decide to cover the far-right
disproportionately, and this disproportionate coverage justifies them in covering it disproportion-
ately since ‘it’s all over the news’.

This could not be clearer than in the headline that launched The Guardian’s series on ‘new popu-
lism’ in 2018: ‘Why is populism suddenly all the rage? In 1998, about 300 Guardian articles men-
tioned populism. In 2016, 2000 did. What happened?’ (For an in-depth analysis of the series and
populist hype, see Brown and Mondon, 2021). Not once in this article and very rarely in the
whole series did The Guardian stop to think that they may be playing a role in what actually
goes into their own newspaper. It was as if the editorial line was dictated directly by ‘the
people’. Much of our work on mainstreaming has therefore been about stating the obvious: the
ability to impact on public discourse is not evenly spread in our societies and those with particularly
privileged access should be held accountable rather than allowed to pretend the discourse they
actively shape is forced onto them by some fantasised ‘people’.

SD: As part of this process, we’ve seen centre-right candidates in France referring to the great
replacement theory and the Islamisation of France, but across the political spectrum, including from
people who would distance themselves from such terms, there has been a focus on Islam, Muslims
and the problem of not everyone sharing so-called ‘republican values’. Up until 10 years ago there
was a tendency to distance mainstream political discourse from Le Pen, portraying her as ‘unrepu-
blican’, while adopting many of the same talking points. Now the same term is used (also by Le
Pen) to describe Mélenchon. Would you consider this kind of discourse as part of the same
process of the mainstreaming of the far right or do you see a substantial difference between
those that contribute to the construction of the ‘Muslim problem’ with and without referring to far-
right conspiracy theories?

AM: This is indeed very much part of the same process. In fact, core to the research Aaron
Winter and I have done on mainstreaming has been the role played by Islamophobia in allowing
for the mainstream resurgence of racist politics which had been pushed to the margins, at least dis-
cursively (Mondon and Winter, 2020; Mondon and Winter, 2017). Of course, this is not to say that
we have come to live in post-racial societies as racist oppression and colourblind racism remain
widespread and systemic in our societies. However, the cruder, more visible and extreme forms
of racism had become taboo and this had provided a wider albeit limited space for discussing if
not countering other, more structural forms of racism. What we have witnessed in the past two
decades is a retreat, whereby the little progress that had been made towards anti-racism as an
obvious stance to take (no matter how flawed that stance was in both theory and practice) is
now no longer even there. Instead, we have witnessed unmistakeably racist (and more broadly reac-
tionary) discourse, politics and policies, pushed increasingly openly by mainstream forces on both
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the left and right, and hardly challenged if not altogether accepted by the liberal mainstream we
have been told countless times would act as a bulwark against the resurgence of fascism.

This, we are told, is because ‘the people’ have reactionary ‘legitimate grievances’ which must be
addressed as part of the democratic process. However, this view is naïve at best, and incredibly self-
serving for the elite who can justify incredibly violent politics while shifting the blame onto a
mostly and conveniently voiceless people. This is what I tried to show in my recent article about
immigration being a major concern for people. I do not believe for a second that ‘the people’
have become more reactionary, but it has certainly become a lot easier to hold reactionary views
as these have become normalised in mainstream elite discourse. This has led to the emboldening
of a minority and support of growing sections of population for reactionary views, even if such
support is via lazy acceptance that we may not like it but ‘it is the way it is’. Just think of the
way liberal, colourblind racism continues to grip our societies (Bonilla-Silva, 2006): the Civil
Rights movement did not herald a post-racial society and structural racism remains and has even
worsened in some cases (Ray, 2022). Yet we often reassure ourselves in the belief that at
least ‘it’s illegal now’, as if that made those suffering from ongoing systemic practices feel any
better.

It does not mean of course that there is no resistance to this, quite the contrary, and if the elite is
mainstreaming such reactionary politics, it is very much because resistance is growing and likely to
develop further as various crises hit. Deflection with reactionary politics is therefore particularly
useful to occupy space in the public discourse but also to divert the energy of progressive move-
ments, who instead of focusing on creating better futures must respond to the very direct and
real threats posed by reaction here and now. Moral panics about critical race theory (Ray 2022),
wokeness or free speech are great examples of this. They create a sense that ‘polarisation’ is the
issue in our societies today, as if all was needed was more conciliation and compromise. This
creates false equivalences between increasingly emboldened fascists and reactionaries of all
kinds and their opponents. It is as if a centre ground should be found between racists and anti-
racists, fascists and anti-fascists, transphobes and trans activists etc. This type of ‘sensible’,
‘grown-up’ discourse legitimises sitting on the fence; in fact it encourages it. Interestingly, it is
not far off Trump’s ‘very fine people on both sides’ comment after the Unite the Right rally in
Charlottesville in 2017. This speech was denounced by Joe Biden during his campaign, but he
then asked for reconciliation as soon as he was elected, as if those who had sided with Trump
deserved more compassion than those who had suffered at their hands.

Islamophobia has played a key part in reintroducing reactionary and racist politics as Muslim
communities, who had been oppressed and silenced for a long time in Europe, were easy targets.
It is not surprising that similar moral panics have previously targeted Roma communities and sub-
sequently targeted trans people, for example, showing that we are facing wider reactionary trends.
This links to other forms of reactionary oppression against Jewish and wider LGBTQ+ communi-
ties, which we also see resurfacing. These racialising and othering discourses and politics have
similar roots and rely on similar strategies. As such, we must absolutely understand them as inter-
linked – a fight against one form of oppression must be a fight against all forms of oppression. Yet
the mainstream elite has, consciously or not, failed to learn lessons from the past and holds onto the
fantasy that progress is inevitable, and the mainstream is innately good. While widely debunked, the
‘end of history’ theory continues to grip our societies.

Key to this is the fantasy which posits liberalism and liberal democracies as bulwarks against the
far right and fascism. This is incredibly naïve at best, as even a basic understanding of the history of
liberalism demonstrates that it has proven flexible enough to adapt to and absorb many types of
politics (see Losurdo, 2006). This has included the most reactionary ones which have often been
at its core and remain so, which is particularly obvious if we take a more global perspective.
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Eurocentric understandings of liberalism’s innate, abstract goodness are also based on the ignor-
ance that many of the rights which are today heralded as core to liberal democratic societies
were actually wrestled from liberal elites rather than granted by them, and that exploitation
remains a cornerstone of a system intricately linked to capitalism.

This fantasy that the mainstream is essentially good and can position itself as opposed to the
most extreme right is absolutely key to its hegemony. Therefore, gradation matters here as being
able to point to and oppose what is painted as the ‘real’ ‘extreme’ racists allows the mainstream,
but also the far right in some cases, to pretend by comparison that they simply cannot be racist,
extreme or reactionary. Therefore, you can have mainstream actors pushing Islamophobic politics,
while denouncing the ‘great replacement theory’ even though the borders between the two are fuzzy
and draw on similar exclusionary and white supremacist tendencies. The same can be said about the
way the far right can denounce the most egregious racist acts, but then normalises the ideas that
actually underpin such acts. It is therefore not surprising to see what are normally considered
fairly mainstream actors quoted on the manifestos of far-right terrorists.

SD: You’ve distinguished between ‘liberal and far-right racism’, but to what extent can we also
distinguish between ‘liberal and republican racism’? One could also focus on the long-term history
of liberalism (including in France) and the extent to which it has always been entwined with racism,
though you focus more on the distinction between those on the centre and those on the far-right of
contemporary political discourse. But to what extent is the normalised, centrist racism we see in
secular France similar to or different from that in multicultural Anglo-Saxon countries? Is it simi-
larly liberal or is there something specifically republican about it?

AM: What Aaron Winter and I (2017) call liberal racism could absolutely be termed republican
racism or secular racism in the French context. We chose ‘liberal’ as an umbrella term as we wanted
to create a more generalisable framework, but context is key. We developed the framework around
liberal and illiberal articulations of racism to better understand how discursive constructions of
racism create false oppositions between more or less acceptable articulations of racism, with
some portrayed as ‘real’ racism because of their extremism or likeness to traditional forms of
racism (as found in Nazism, Fascism, Jim Crow, etc.). We call these illiberal articulations of
racism. They are generally found in the more violent occurrences of racism today and they are
widely denounced as outside the norms of our societies, even by the more reconstructed far right
such as the Rassemblement National. In France, these would be those that openly embrace the
Great Replacement theory or attempt to rehabilitate fascism, for example. As such, they are gener-
ally individualised and described as freak occurrences – think of the ‘lone wolf’ trope, for example.
However, we have recently witnessed an emboldening of more mainstream actors, such as Eric
Zemmour, who have espoused more illiberal articulations of racism. Yet generally, by denouncing
illiberal articulations unequivocally, mainstream public actors, or those on the far right attempting
to mainstream themselves, can claim to be non-racist or even anti-racist simply by comparison. This
is regardless of their involvement in other, more subtle but not necessarily less serious, forms of
racist oppression. This is what helped Le Pen in her campaign as she seemed moderate by compari-
son to Zemmour.

This is where liberal articulations of racism come into play. Even though much of their legitim-
acy is drawn from their comparison to illiberal articulations, liberal ones rely on the same processes
of racialisation, but couch them in liberal terms. Racist oppression is justified not through biology or
crude cultural racism, but through the harnessing of otherwise progressive concepts such as free
speech, women’s rights or LGBTQ+ rights, often seen rightly or wrongly as core to liberalism.
The latter two have been particularly useful to push Islamophobia into the mainstream, as liberal
racists claimed that their racism towards Muslim communities is in fact to protect women and
LGBTQ+ communities, as if one had to choose between anti-sexism and anti-homophobia on
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the one hand and anti-racism on the other. The work of Jasbir Puar (2007) on homo-nationalism and
Sara Farris (2012) on femo-nationalism is particularly important to understanding these trends
(although the term ‘nationalism’ is potentially misleading). The work of Christine Delphy (2006,
2015) on the false dilemma which has split French feminists as many felt forced to choose
between anti-racism and anti-sexism is illuminating in tracing the mainstreaming of liberal
Islamophobia in France.

Reactionary intellectuals have been particularly effective in convincing people who would other-
wise be on the more progressive side of politics that a crude racist homogenisation of Muslim com-
munities, which portrays Muslim men as innately and solely sexist, is necessary if one wants to
protect Muslim women from patriarchy. Ironically, and by contrast, Muslim women are positioned
as either voiceless or willing victims needing to be emancipated by force, through laws banning
certain garments or behaviours, for example, regardless of the rationale behind them. This main-
streaming of Islamophobia in France was further aided by what I have called ‘secular hypocrisy’
(Mondon, 2016) whereby reactionary understandings of laïcité have been used to push the same
racist agenda. The hypocrisy was particularly blatant during the demonstration against same-sex
marriage in France in 2013. While there was much opposition, this was never based on secular argu-
ments, despite being led by religious groups and against the very freedom of some individuals. The
harnessing of free speech for reactionary purposes has become particularly blatant and powerful in
the aftermath of the Charlie Hebdo attack, where the death of the journalists was weaponised to
prevent any criticism of Islamophobia (Titley et al., 2017). Ironically, it ended up curtailing free
speech rather than upholding it, whether through the public silencing of more nuanced and critical
takes, or the securitisation of society imposed by governments ever since.

Therefore, while liberal and illiberal articulations of racism can be applied to many contexts,
national particularities are essential to understanding the ways in which racism can be main-
streamed, as it often needs to tap into national myths. In France, this takes its strength in the foun-
dational myth of the French Republic which has been constructed over two centuries. This rests
on the idea that France was the cradle of the Enlightenment and that the French Revolution of
1789 enshrined equality and made the Rights of Man universal. This is what has served to
hide the atrocities which took place under French colonisation as France claimed it had a civilis-
ing mission rather than one of violent exploitation. The same principles are at play again in the
way race and racism have been thought about in France in the post-war period as French univer-
salism, seen as innate to the Republic, prevents a reckoning with the very well documented fact
that France is no exception when it comes to systemic racism. While the concept of colourblind
racism was developed in the United States (Bonilla-Silva, 2006), it applies incredibly well to the
French context. France literally prides itself in not seeing the identities of its citizens: French citi-
zens are just that, citizens (Beaman, 2019). While this universalist approach may seem appealing
in theory and in the abstract, in reality it has prevented a discussion from taking place regarding
various forms of oppression. For example, collecting data on ‘personal characteristics’ such as
‘racial and ethnic origins’, but also political, religious or philosophical opinions, union member-
ship or data related to health or sexuality, are strictly regulated and have been argued to prevent a
real measure of the scale of discrimination. Colourblind racism in France was pushed to the
extreme when the National Assembly voted to remove the word ‘race’ from the Constitution
when discussing equality on the basis that the term is no longer pertinent. This demonstrates a
clear lack of understanding of what racism is today, how it has evolved and that it remains sys-
temic. Such performative gestures only serve to conceal the work that remains to be done to live
up to abstract Republican ideals. As in other places, the political elite is more interested in a nos-
talgic and selective approach to such ideals than in their realisation as it would require radical
change.
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SD: In addition to the moral panics about Islamisation, communautarisme and separatism that have
targeted the Muslim community, the term ‘Islamogauchistes’ has come to the fore over the past
couple of years. This far-right trope, which could be applied to cover all Muslims as well as all of
the left, has traditionally been used to dismiss those on the left that are critical of Israel and that
defend the Palestinian cause, and then increasingly also those that argue that Islamophobia/
anti-Muslim racism exists in France. It has now also been used by ministers in Macron’s governments
to denounce academics who work on this subject, as well as on the wider array of teaching and
research on race, gender, sexuality, intersectionality and critique more generally. This witch-hunt
has since been extended to cover a potentially even wider range of targets under the banner of
‘wokisme’ and ‘cancel culture’. There are of course parallels around the world, particularly in
those countries where the far right have taken power, but also in those where the centre-right has
adopted far-right rhetoric and policies. Again, is the French case part of a wider trend and just
another template example of this process, or is there something specific to the French context?

AM: Recent developments in France have been extremely concerning and context is again
incredibly important to understanding peculiarities. Yet the current reactionary wave is not
limited to France and we can see similar moral panics being whipped up in various countries.
There are a number of broad trends we can witness in the current culture wars. First, they are
the results of decades of mainstreaming of far-right politics. The rise of far-right politics tends to
be covered in catastrophic terms – think of Trump or Brexit – as if these were unforeseen
events. Yet they have really been a long-time coming and are a logical step in a long line of main-
stream failures and enabling. The same applies to France: think of the way the FN/RN has been
covered as an outsider for decades now and how it has occupied public discourse, diverting atten-
tion away from the responsibility mainstream elite had in its rise. Second, reactionary forces draw
their strength from liberal complacency and denial. As previously mentioned, the idea that liberal-
ism and liberal institutions are a bulwark against the far right remains incredibly widespread in elite
circles, even though a basic historical survey shows that liberal elites have often accommodated
reactionary politics if it served their interests (see Losurdo, 2006). The tactics employed in the
culture wars are generally similar across contexts and resort to nostalgic readings of history; the
exaggerated strength of the left, as if it were culturally hegemonic but also unified; claims of cen-
sorship and cancellation despite privileged access to public discourse etc. (see Titley, 2020; Malik,
2020; Smith, 2020).

Yet again, it is crucial to stress that these strategies have only returned to being successful fairly
recently, and only when mainstream actors started giving them the space to thrive and as such
enabled them. Think of the hype around Zemmour again. He has been given countless platforms
in the mainstream media, which in the end helped to normalise not just his own extreme ideas,
but Le Pen, who appeared moderate and reasonable by comparison. Even though it was clear
support for his ideas was limited (albeit extremely concerning considering how extreme he is),
he was portrayed as a key contender in the presidential election of 2022. This positioning and
focus took attention away from other issues, and particularly those which would have been more
propitious to the left, but are also more popular. All of this could have been prevented fairly
easily. However, the mainstream elite, both left and right, have cynically decided to give air to
these moral panics as they are useful diversions away from the many crises plaguing their countries
and the world more broadly. These, we know, require radical change which would go directly
against the interests of those running what are today more akin to oligarchies.

ORCID iD

Simon Dawes https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9726-8852

Mondon and Dawes 337

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9726-8852
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9726-8852


Note

1. Except for the Trotskyist Lutte Ouvrière.

References

Anderson B (2006) Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London:
Verso.

Beaman J (2019) Are French people white?: Towards an understanding of whiteness in republican France.
Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power 26(5): 546–562.

Bonilla-Silva E (2006) Racism without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in
the United States. New York: Rowman and Littlefield.

Brown K (forthcoming) Talking ‘with’ and ‘about’ the far right: putting the mainstream in mainstreaming.
PhD Thesis. Bath: University of Bath.

Brown K and Mondon A (2021) Populism, the media, and the mainstreaming of the far right: The Guardian ‘s
coverage of populism as a case study. Politics 41(3): 279–295.

Brown K, Mondon A and Winter A (2021) The far right, the mainstream and mainstreaming: Towards a heur-
istic framework. Journal of Political Ideologies: 1–18.

Collovald A (2004) Le populisme du FN: un dangereux contresens. Bellecombe-en-Bauges: Ed. Du Croquant.
De Cleen B, Glynos J and Mondon A (2018) Critical research on populism: Nine rules of engagement.

Organization 25(5): 649–661.
Delphy C (2006) Antisexisme ou antiracismeUn faux dilemme’. Nouvelles Questions Féministes 25:

59–83.
Delphy C (2015) Separate and Dominate : Feminism and Racism after the War on Terror. London: Verso.
Deltombe T (2005) L’islam imaginaire: La construction médiatique de l’islamophobie en France, 1975–2005.

Paris: La Découverte.
Farris S (2012) Femonationalism and the “regular” army of labor called migrant women.History of the Present

2(2): 184–199.
Glynos J and Mondon A (2019) The political logic of populist hype: The case of right-wing populism’s

“meteoric rise” and its relation to the Status quo 1. In: Cossarini P and Vallespín F (eds) Populism
and Passions. Abingdon: Routledge, 82–101. https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781351205467/
chapters/10.4324/9781351205474-6 (June 28, 2022).

Goyvaerts J, et al. (2023) On the politics of “Populism”: The case of populist hype. In: Katsambekis G and
Stavrakakis Y (eds) Elgar Research Handbook on Populism. Cheltenham: Elgar.

Katsambekis G (2020) Constructing “the People” of populism: A critique of the ideational approach from a
discursive perspective’. Journal of Political Ideologies 27(1): 53–74.

Laclau E (2005) Populism: What’s in a name ? In: Panizza F (eds) Populism and the Mirror of Democracy.
London; New York: Verso.

Losurdo D (2006) Liberalism, a Counter-History. London: Verso.
Maiguashca B (2019) “Resisting the ‘populist hype’: A feminist critique of a globalising concept”. Review of

International Studies 45(5): 768–785.
Malik N (2020) We Need New Stories: Challenging the Toxic Myths Behind Our Age of Discontent. London:

Weidenfeld & Nicolson.
Mondon A (2013) Nicolas Sarkozy’s legitimization of the front national: Background and perspectives.

Patterns of Prejudice 47(1): 22–40.
Mondon A (2014) The front national in the twenty-first century: From pariah to republican democratic con-

tender? Modern & Contemporary France 22(3): 301–320.
Mondon A (2016) The Mainstreaming of the Extreme Right in France and Australia. Abingdon: Routledge.

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781317025009 (June 28, 2022).
Mondon A (2022) Populism, public opinion, and the mainstreaming of the far right: The “Immigration Issue”

and the construction of a reactionary “People”. Politics 026339572211047.
Mondon A and Winter A (2017) Articulations of islamophobia: From the extreme to the mainstream? Ethnic

and Racial Studies 40(13): 2151–2179.

338 French Cultural Studies 34(3)

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781351205467/chapters/10.4324/9781351205474-6
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781351205467/chapters/10.4324/9781351205474-6
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781351205467/chapters/10.4324/9781351205474-6
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781317025009
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781317025009


Mondon A and Winter A (2020) Reactionary Democracy: How Racism and the ‘Populist’ Far Right Became
Mainstream. London: Verso.

Moore M and Ramsay G (2017) UK Media Coverage of the 2016 EU Referendum Campaign. London: Centre
for the Study of Media, Communication and Power, King’s College London.

Mouffe C (2005) The “End of Politics” and the challenge of right-wing populism. In: Panizza F (eds) Populism
and the Mirror of Democracy. London; New York: Verso.

Mudde C (2007) Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Puar J (2007) Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times. London: Duke University Press.
Ray V (2022) On Critical Race Theory: Why It Matters and Why You Should Care. New York: Random

House.
Smith E (2020) No Platform: A History of Anti-Fascism, Universities and the Limits of Free Speech.

Abingdon: Routledge.
Stavrakakis Y (2017) Discourse theory in populism research. Three challenges and a dilemma’. Journal of

Language and Politics 16(4): 523–534.
Stavrakakis Y, Katsambekis G, Nikisianis N, et al. (2018) Populism, anti-populism and crisis. Contemporary

Political Theory 17(1): 4–27.
Stavrakakis Y, et al. (2017) Extreme right-wing populism in Europe: Revisiting a reified association’. Critical

Discourse Studies 14(4): 420–439.
Titley G (2020) Is Free Speech Racist? Cambridge: Polity.
Titley G, Freedman D, Khiabany G, et al. eds (2017) After Charlie Hebdo: Politics, Media and Free Speech.

London: Zed.

Author biographies

Aurelien Mondon is a senior lecturer in politics at the University of Bath. His research focuses predominantly
on the impact of racism and populism on liberal democracies and the mainstreaming of far right politics
through elite discourse. His first book, The Mainstreaming of the Extreme Right in France and Australia: A
Populist Hegemony? was published in 2013 and he recently co-edited After Charlie Hebdo: Terror, racism
and free speech published with Zed. His latest book Reactionary democracy: How racism and the populist
far right became mainstream, co-written with Aaron Winter, is out with Verso.

Simon Dawes is a Maître de conférences (senior lecturer) at Université de Versailles
Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines (UVSQ), France. He is the author of British Broadcasting and the
Public-Private Dichotomy: Neoliberalism, Citizenship and the Public Sphere (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017)
and co-editor (with Marc Lenormand) of Neoliberalism in Context: Governance, Subjectivity and
Knowledge (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019). He is also the founding editor of the open access journal, Media
Theory, and the editor-in-chief of French Cultural Studies.

Mondon and Dawes 339


	 
	 Note
	 References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


