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The populist 
upsurge in the 
US and the West 
will pave the way 
for aggravating 
extremism.

Debate The rise of populism

O
nly about a month 
after Donald 
Trump stepped 
into the White 
House, there is 
rising fear around 
the globe about 

whether his policies would lead 
to a descent into chaos. Is the 
world on the verge of a new 
disorder, rather than order, 
shifting from traditional alliances 
towards new sorts of conflicts?

Obviously, new demarcating 
lines at the international level are 
being sketched politically. The Iran 
nuclear deal seems in jeopardy, 
extending the life of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad’s regime under 
the pretext of fighting the Islamic 
State (ISIS), reframing US ties with 
NATO according to new standards, 
rebuilding those with Moscow and 
preserving a bias towards Israel 
are a few ramifications of Trump’s 
policies.

The populist upsurge in the 
United States and other parts of 
the West will pave the way for 
aggravating extremism around 
the globe. The Arab world seems 
to be the most affected by this 
upsurge. There are several reasons 
for this. Dividing US society along 
racial or religious lines will lead to 
the gradual exposure of cultural 
differences among the various 
groups, weakening the integra-
tion of minorities into society. 
Hardliners will have their margin 
to confront those minorities in 
different ways.

Meanwhile, as long as traditional 
conflicts in the Middle East are not 
resolved, a wave of anti-American-
ism is expected to rise, especially 
in the Arab world. The Palestinian 
situation will remain a time bomb.

Michael Kazin, a Georgetown 
University history professor 
coined the term “Make America 
Hate Again”, a play on Trump’s 
slogan “Make America Great 
Again”. Not only will the immigra-
tion measures taken by Trump ag-
gravate the East-West clash, they 
might also undermine traditional 
American values that were based 
on equality, freedom and liberty.

The melting pot, America’s tra-
ditional approach, will be at stake 
as the divide within the American 
community is exacerbated among 
natives and immigrants, notwith-
standing racial considerations.

While no US administration has 
fully ignored local concerns at 
the expense of foreign policy, the 
new administration seems to be 
fixed on domestic affairs. In cases 
in which there are approaches 
to international issues, a drastic 
shift appears to be underway. The 
way the United States has, in one 
way or another, monopolised and 
dominated world leadership after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union 
looks deeply contested.

Not only is the media leakage 
regarding Russian intelligence 
intervention in US presidential 
elections in favour of Trump un-
precedented but also the mild ap-
proach of Trump towards Russian 
President Vladimir Putin raises a 
series of questions pertaining to 
their mutual relations and their ef-
fects on the international sphere.

The Ukraine crisis is an example 
that proves this trend. Despite 
American-Ukrainian relations 
being close for two-and-a-half 
decades, only a few hours after 
a friendly phone call between 
Trump and Putin, battles erupted 
in Eastern Ukraine.

The Organisation for Secu-
rity and Co-operation in Europe 
estimated there were more than 
10,000 explosions in Ukraine on 
January 31st, compared to a few 
hundred on January 26th.

Thousands of civilians were 
trapped outside in the town of 
Avdiivka, north of the city of 
Donetsk, and were under Russian 
and separatist fire. The interna-

tional community refrained from 
even issuing condemnations.

The debate over populism will 
be on the rise as French elections 
are coming up in addition to other 
countries in Europe. Is this by any 
chance fascism remodelled?

Rami Rayess is a Lebanese writer 
and journalist. Follow him on 
Twitter: @RamiRayess.
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Is this the new face of fascism in the West?

A December 2016 picture shows a protester holding a placard that 
reads “Death to Fascism” during an anti-right-wing demonstration 
in Berlin.                                                                                                        (AFP)

There is little risk 
of the far-right 
Marine Le Pen 
winning next 
May but were 
that to happen 
the fallout would 
be seismic.

Much at stake in Dutch, French elections

W
hen the 
Dutch go to 
the polls in a 
month, the 
ruling 
centre-right 
People’s 

Party for Freedom and Democ-
racy (VVD) should be looking at 
an easy victory. Unemployment is 
5.4%, the lowest in five years, 
manufacturing confidence is 
high, property prices are rising 
again after a 6-year slump and the 
central bank raised its economic 
growth forecast for 2017 to 2.3%, 
up from 1.9% last June.

Healthcare, pensions and the 
economy are certainly important 
issues in the campaign but many 
debates revolve around Dutch val-
ues and the country’s place in the 
European Union and the Western 
world.

Brexit and the election of Don-
ald Trump as US president have 
unsettled a country whose ties to 
the Anglosphere and the Atlantic 
run deep. The terrorist outrages 
in Belgium, France and Germany 
have added to the deep anxieties 
fed by the never-ending refugee 
crisis that has engulfed Europe the 
past few years.

Bloody mayhem in the Middle 
East is conflated by politicians 
in Europe with Islam but many 
Europeans are increasingly scared 
of the war between Shias and Sun-
nis. They dread the killings fields 
spreading north of the Mediter-
ranean.

The handling of the eurozone 
crisis and the problems thrown up 
by the enlargement of the Europe-
an Union into Central and Eastern 
Europe have combined with a 
fierce debate on the pros and cons 
of multiculturalism in relation to 
non-European immigrants. That 
has convinced many Dutch voters 
that the image of “Henk and In-
grid”, a mythical, ethnically Dutch 
couple is being pushed around by 
Muslim immigrants, the European 
Union and corrupt political elites.

This explains why the VVD is 
trailing the far-right Party for Free-

dom (PVV) led by Geert Wilders.
Dutch politics usually produces 

moderate coalition governments 
but, after what happened in Britain 
and the United States last year, the 
rise of Europe’s most stridently 
anti-Islamic and anti-EU far-right 
movements worries many. A Nexit 
referendum as advocated by Wil-
ders would be hard to arrange and 
the PVV leader has made it clear he 
would rather preserve his populist 
purity than share the responsibili-
ties of power with politicians he 
castigates as specimens of a rotten 
establishment.

The outcome of the Dutch elec-
tions is unlikely to influence the 
French presidential election very 
much. There is little risk of the 
far-right Marine Le Pen winning 
next May but were that to happen 
the fallout would be seismic. About 
one-quarter of the electorate now 
make her their first choice for the 

presidency while two-thirds said 
they preferred anyone but her in 
the second round.

Like her Dutch peer, the leader 
of the far-right National Front (FN) 
has fused anti-immigrant senti-
ment with growing euroscepticism 
and hostility to globalisation. She 
has unveiled a clear outline of 144 
presidential proposals of what she 
would do in case of victory. These 
include standard FN fare: More 
prisons and police, a reintroduc-
tion of national service and an ex-
treme clampdown on immigration.

Unlike Wilders, Le Pen avoids 
overtly racist language, talking 
instead of the threat of Islamic 
extremists. She insists on assimila-
tion and enforcing secularism in all 
public spaces. The terrorist attacks 
in Paris in 2015 are the unspoken 
background of the National Front’s 
appeal.

Le Pen is winning new constitu-

encies because she is promoting 
“intelligent protectionism”, which 
means a state-led industrial policy 
favouring manufacturing over 
finance, taxing imports and foreign 
workers. The National Front seeks 
to scrap the euro and reintroduce 
a national currency, dropping the 
retirement age to 60 and slashing 
income tax.

None of these measures are com-
patible with EU norms but then the 
National Front wants to organise a 
referendum on Frexit.

The sums do not add up but the 
idea that France could prosper 
under these policies remains very 
seductive because the political and 
cultural roots of Le Pen’s party lie 
deep in Vichy France.

She has eschewed the viru-
lent anti-Semitism of her father, 
National Front founder Jean-Marie 
Le Pen, concentrating instead on 
the threat of immigration and 
terrorism but the National Front’s 
underpinnings remain what they 
have always been: Nationalism, 
xenophobia and authoritarianism, 
which have deep roots in modern 
French history.

The temptation to overplay Le 
Pen’s chances of victory after the 
shocks of the vote for Brexit and 
the US election is obvious but the 
French establishment is deeply 
discredited.

The leading right-wing candi-
date, François Fillon, is weakened 
by allegations his wife was paid for 
many years for a job as parliamen-
tary assistant to her husband, a job 
she never held. The Socialist Party 
standard bearer, Benoît Hamon, is 
very much to the left of his party. 
The new darling of the centre, Em-
manuel Macron, is all the rage but 
untested.

Le Pen’s chances of becoming the 
next president of France are not 
great, but if she were elected, the 
shock waves would be far greater 
than any result the Dutch election 
might produce.
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A 2014 file picture shows leader of France’s National Front Marine 
Le Pen (L) with the Netherlands’ Geert Wilders, president of Party 
for Freedom (PVV) during the far-right French party’s congress in 
Lyon.                                                                                                                                                           (Reuters)


