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I S  G O D  A  P O P U L I S T ? F O R E W O R D

F O R E WORD

“We are all equal in dignity, 

and we are all different in identity!”

This is a fundamental principle of humanity, and of the uni-

verse in which we live. There are no identical human beings, no 

identical trees, leaves or snowflakes.  Unity in diversity or one-

ness in plurality is not only a political slogan for certain states 

or supranational organisations (e.g. the European Union), but 

it is also a very important invitation extended to contemporary 

societies. The challenge is not simply to reconcile diversity and 

unity, but to build free, cohesive society through a shared ethic 

of responsibility. This ethic respects the importance of differ-

ent identities (religious, cultural, linguistic, ethnic etc.) within 

the context of responsibility. It is our responsibility to live to-

gether in diversity and not only to exist together in diversity. 

Due to ongoing processes of globalisation, growing migration 

and conflicts in the world, diversity is growing as well.

We have to remember that peace in society is the fruit of 

justice. Peace and the peaceful cohabitation of different peo-

ples, communities and cultures are based upon justice for 

all. The core of modern justice is defined by universal human 

rights. And a foundational principle of these rights is human 

dignity. In dignity (dignitatis) we are all equal, whether we 

come from a royal family or from a homeless one. Christianity 

has a strong sense of the dignity of each human being. This 

principle can also be found in Judaism (medaber ´al kabot), in 

Islam (karamah), in Buddhism, in the secular EU Charter of 
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Fundamental Rights and in the Constitution of India. What is 

missing is a deep, full understanding of equal dignity and this 

being broadly shared within and across different cultures. 

Why do we need to emphasise dignity? We need to empha-

sise dignity because we need to defend the principles of justice 

against religious fundamentalism, ideological or totalitarian 

oppression, or ethical relativism. Personally, in my work, I 

have seen that this is critical since the notion of human dignity 

is the pivot of freedom of religion and belief, as well as of all 

other universal human rights. Today, we witness opposition 

to the universality of these rights, divisions between countries 

and nations on human rights issues, a refusal or questioning of 

these rights in this time of migration crisis. If there is a point of 

convergence and of consent between religious humanists and 

secular humanists, it is human dignity as a foundation of each 

person’s undeniable and inalienable rights. Dignity is a privi-

leged way to correctly address issues of freedom and equality 

in society.

Secondly, the societal consequence of such an ethical norm 

is the political principle of equal citizenship. Human dignity 

represents my rights, but also my duties and obligations—

towards other people (my neighbour) and towards the commu-

nity in which we live. During recent generations, people spoke 

more about rights than about duties, or about rights without 

duties. We are all endowed by equal dignity as rights holders 

and duty bearers. 

Yet today we see widespread intolerance, discrimination 

and a persecution of people with different faiths or convic-

tions. And the trends are worrying. We have seen repetitive 

waves of bombings and attacks, the latest ones in Sri Lanka 

and New Zealand. My nomination as the first ever Special 
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Envoy for promotion freedom of religion or belief outside of the 

European Union was caused by the genocidal mass atrocities in 

the Middle East committed by the ISIS forces. Of course, it has 

led to refugee and migration crises and had a serious impact 

on Europe.

The consequences of this crisis were multiple: stronger an-

ti-EU sentiment, a rise of islamophobia due to a rise in bloody 

attacks by Islamist terrorists, Brexit, and a rise of populism in 

Europe and around the world. Each crisis calls for a renewed 

balance, for the application of common sense and a living con-

science.

As we are all invited to use our reason and conscience re-

sponsibly, I wish to emphasise the three critical dimensions of 

human dignity. These are interlinked.  Human dignity con-

cerns me, myself. What makes me special is my uniqueness. In 

common with each and every person, past, present and future, 

I am unique. This is something original that nobody can ever 

replicate or replace. It is a specific and unique contribution to 

my fellow human beings. If these three features—originality, 

authenticity and uniqueness—are not revealed, they are not 

fulfilled and  will be lost.  My own dignity causes me to inter-

pret the world, make choices, and interact with others, accord-

ing to my own conscience, my own reason and my own convic-

tions. To do so, I need to exercise all of my freedoms: freedom 

of thought, of expression, of action and so forth. 

Human dignity is not limited to my own freedom. It in-

cludes the freedom of the other. It invites me to exercise toler-

ance and to define my limitations, in order to respect the other. 

There is, of course, also an imperative of equity and equality 

and therefore of justice. These offshoots of dignity contribute 

directly and centrally to living together in any city. 

F O R E W O R D
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Human dignity is a responsibility that must be shouldered. 

If dignity gives rise to rights, as is understood in the various 

well-established accounts of human rights—notably the Uni-

versal Declaration of Human Rights—it also implies duties 

and responsibilities. These responsibilities are neither fixed nor 

static, but must be developed and exercised, and maintained 

through time. In addition, human dignity is not only an indi-

vidual responsibility. Since I am part of a community, dignity 

also has a collective, social or societal dimension.

Consequently, we need to rediscover the old notion of the 

common good coined in the Middle Ages by Thomas Aquinas. 

Bonum communae was the main objective for Schuman, Ade-

nauer and de Gasperi when they launched the unparalleled 

project of European integration. This notion of the common 

good summarises the principles and objectives set out in the 

European Treaties (solidarity, subsidiarity, proportionality). 

However, once again it seems to be the most relevant ethical 

and political vision with which to face the most burning issues 

that we need to address in today’s world. 

The real clash that threatens our world is not amongst civ-

ilisations. The real threat is a clash of ignorance. Ignorance, 

indifference and fear (phobia) are siblings of evil. They are very 

influential as they provide a lot of private and public space to 

populism and violent extremism. In order to oppose them, we 

are invited to learn and to promote education, to share active 

engagement, and show courage. 

Christian humanism has inspired many great personalities 

and contributed significantly to peaceful coexistence and a cul-

ture of dignity for all. I hope that this book will contribute a 

fair analysis of the current problems of rising populism and 

of breaking democratic institutional trust. But even more, my 

F O R E W O R D
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wish is that it may bring new inspiration and a special com-

mitment in our times, because democracy cannot work with-

out equal citizenship, justice and solidarity. And solidarity 

expressing human togetherness and care is the cement in the 

house of society, and a glue in each and every human family 

relationship. 

June 2019 — Ján Figel’
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PR E FAC E

“God is back,” proclaimed the title of the renowned 2009 book 

by journalists John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge.

The book became an impetus for a renewed understanding 

of religion’s role in society on a global scale. It also showed 

how religion, only a few years after the Economist had pub-

lished God’s obituary, had increasing impact and had once 

again risen to the top of the agenda in different parts of the 

world as well as in international affairs.

As a Norwegian think tank based on Christian thinking, 

this topic is of core interest to Skaperkraft. The idea to write 

the book you will now read, started with a recognition of the 

need to update this analysis and take a new look at religion in 

European politics after a decade in which political storms and 

instability seem to be the new norm.

On this basis, we soon recognised an urgent need to ad-

dress the remarkable increase in references to Christianity and 

use of Christian symbols in European politics. These increas-

ingly come from populist movements, which are now entering 

governments and reaching new positions of influence all across 

the continent.

What kind of God is back?

What does this tell us about the status of Christianity in 

European public life? What are the reasons for the growth of 

the populist parties, and how can Christian thinking help us 

navigate in a Europe on shaky feet?
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The idea has come to fruition, thanks to a number of contrib-

utors. First of all, we want to express our gratitude and admi-

ration for the excellent work of the editor, Dr Susan Kerr. We 

would not have been able to take this ship to the shore without 

her hands on the helm.

Thanks also to each of the contributors for dedicating 

time to work on this specific project: Prof. Jürgen Moltmann, 

Prof. Luke Bretherton, Christel Lamère Ngnambi, Prof. Ulrich 

Schmiedel, Dr Xavier Alonso Calderon, Prof. Joel Halldorf, 

Prof. Ernst van den Hemel, Ondrej Kolarovsky, and Nick Spen-

cer. In addition to his writing, Ngnambi played an important 

role in developing the project from the beginning. We also ap-

preciate the time taken by the former European Commissioner 

and acting Special Envoy for the promotion of freedom of reli-

gion or belief outside the EU, Dr Ján Figel’, to write the foreword.

The contribution to this book by Prof. Jürgen Moltmann 

is particularly appreciated. At the age of 93, he deserves a 

special mention for continuing to offer insights that look to 

reinstall value and meaning to our lives vis-à-vis the general 

disenchantment of our times. His background as a former sol-

dier in the German army in the Second World War, adds even 

more value to his reflections on the growth of new nationalism 

and populism in modern Europe. We would not have secured 

Prof. Moltmann's participation in this project, but for an in-

troduction by Prof. Idar Kjølsvik.

We want to express our gratitude for a constructive partner-

ship in this project with Theos Think Tank in the UK, and for 

their senior fellow Nick Spencer’s dedication and contributions 

on the editorial board to develop the product from early on. 

Thanks also go to Oda Stendal for transcribing Prof. Moltmann’s 

text, as well as to Ellen Johanne Weydahl and Catharina Drejer 

P R E F A C E
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for respectively producing and checking the translation of one of 

the chapters into English. Additionally, we appreciated the time 

taken by Prof. Henrik Syse to review the concluding reflections.

Thanks also go to the publisher’s editor Nicolai Strøm-Olsen 

for his enthusiasm and keen eye for detail. We also appreciate 

the contributions made through the editorial board by Victoria 

Martin de la Torre. Lastly, we would like to mention the finan-

cial backing from the support scheme of the Norwegian Min-

istry of Culture on dialogue and knowledge on religious issues. 

Skaperkraft has also received letters of support from churches 

across Europe and we wish to thank these churches for their 

interest in this project, and for donations received to print and 

promote the book.

August 2019— 

Øyvind Håbrekke

RESEARCH DIRECTOR         

THINK TANK SKAPERKRAFT

Hermund Haaland

FOUNDER & INTERNATIONAL DIRECTOR

THINK TANK SKAPERKRAFT

P R E F A C E
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I S  G O D  A  P O P U L I S T ? I N T R O D U C T I O N — T H E  M I S S I N G  L I N K

I N T R O D U C T I O N

T H E  M IS S ING L I N K

Susan Kerr

Have you ever tried to work out how many degrees of distance 

(or relational connections) stand between you and someone 

on the other side of the world? At times, in the busyness of 

life, we can seem so removed from what is happening in other 

neighbourhoods, areas of our counties, and the world and yet 

we are all part of the same interconnected humanity. Our lives 

affect our families and friends as well as the communities in 

which we live; their lives affect their families and friends and 

so on. As humans, we should care about the human flourishing 

of each and all: the common good in which we as individuals 

should participate and benefit. Democracy, however imperfect, 

can be a way to assure that good. When it doesn’t work, and 

people stop participating and/or benefitting, populism often 

emerges. Populism is a double-edged sword—it can encourage 

democratic participation like in the US civil rights movement 

and it can destroy it as is happening in Venezuela under Presi-

dent Nicolás Maduro.  

Populism can be a confusing term as it is practised in many 

ways. Often diffused with nationalism, populism is rather a 

way of framing political ideas that can be filled with a varie-

ty of different ideologies in response to the local context.1 In 

Europe, populism has partially emerged as a cultural backlash 
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in response to the silent revolution of Europe’s increasingly 

progressive values2, social diversity, fragmentation and indi-

vidualism. Changes in the European social fabric have been 

accelerated by a wave of real and actual phenomena that in-

clude, but are not limited to, globalisation, heightened global 

competition, the financial crisis of 2007-2008 and subsequent 

austerity measures, technological automation, the collapse of 

the manufacturing industry, the movement of groups of mi-

grants and refugees into Europe, and the effects of widening 

of socio-economic inequalities that have made some feel less in 

control of their future.3 

As a political form or strategy, populism forces people into 

a dialectic process by raising a social need or absence and cre-

ating a struggle for its resolution. Populist logic is based upon 

discontentment with a system, so that to be successful, populist 

parties must argue for deep-rooted social, political and econom-

ic change to the status quo. What that change looks like is where 

populists and their ideological stories differ—be they neoliber-

al, socialist, authoritarian populists or something else entirely. 

In 2017, the Cambridge Dictionary chose populism as its 

new word of the year given global spikes in internet searches.4 

Yet populism is not new and is arguably as old as democracy. 

Today, populism is rising globally and is on trend in Europe. 

Indeed, in 2019, European populist parties enjoyed greater—

if not quite as great as some polls had anticipated—success in 

the European elections. In France, Italy, Hungary, Poland and 

the UK, for example, the National Rally, League, Hungari-

an Civic Alliance, Law and Justice, and Brexit parties came 

in first place. Populism is not simply a fringe phenomenon 

that only raises its head as a protest vote in “second order” 

European elections. Whilst voters do behave differently in 



18

I S  G O D  A  P O P U L I S T ?

European elections, seeing less at stake5, at the end of 2018, 

an average of 26.8 percent of Europeans had voted for pop-

ulist parties in their last national elections; these are diffuse 

parties ranging from far-right to far-left, from secular to cler-

ical, from favouring free trade to protectionism. As a result, 

populist parties were part of eleven (one-third) of thirty-three 

European governments.6 

In Belgium, national elections held alongside the Eu-

ropean elections saw the Flemish Interest party (Vlaams 

Belang) pick up over eighteen percent of the Flemish vote. 

King Philippe had to choose whether to ignore this vote or 

break the Cordon Sanitaire—a thirty-year-old agreement bar-

ring the far right from partaking in government—by inviting 

Flemish Interest to join talks to form a government—in line 

with what some have called a populist Zeitgeist—the spirit of 

the times—he chose the latter.

By evoking Christianity and Christian heritage, popu-

lists, as other politicians, appeal to voters on a number of 

grounds. Indeed, in certain cases, they seem to respond to 

basic psychological human needs of security and collective 

identity through their messaging. In cultures permeated with 

Christian ideas and symbolism, and communities, in which 

churches have long been social institutions as much as reli-

gious ones, Christianity still holds a certain familiarity and 

air of tradition amidst rapid social change. 

The importance of Christianity’s cultural legacy to Europe-

ans should not be underestimated. Throughout two millennia, 

Christian and European culture evolved in symbiosis. Wher-

ever we look, be it at our calendars, our skylines, our flags, 

the principles of our legal systems, our books, our music, our 

idioms and phrases, we have grown up surrounded by symbols 

I N T R O D U C T I O N — T H E  M I S S I N G  L I N K
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and texts that have influenced our collective and individual 

identities. Indeed, in the days following the 2019 fire that dev-

astated the Parisian Notre Dame cathedral, its vicar, Philippe 

Marsset, said in interview: “It’s not the Notre Dame (Our 

Lady) of Catholics. It’s Notre-Dame of France, Notre-Dame 

of the world.”7 He was right: Notre-Dame is not only a place 

of worship, but also a place of sanctuary, a refuge, a symbol of 

Paris, a tourist attraction, a gathering place and much more. 

Surprisingly, however, despite the potency of the mix, 

relatively little has been published on populism’s interaction 

with the world’s most followed religion—Christianity. This is 

the raison d’être of this book; its authors offer their thoughts 

on this relationship to prompt conversations between Chris-

tian leaders, policy-makers and Europeans more generally. 

Whilst neither populism nor Christianity are new, the ways 

in which both are practised and interact change over time. 

Why does this interaction matter? Because politics, faith and 

religion (and at times their absence) profoundly affect iden-

tities; both those of our societies and of the individuals that 

compose them. There is also a need for Christians to consider 

why churches are not meeting the need that populists seem 

to be fulfilling with talk of Christian heritage in the times in 

which we live.

Pope Francis has called populism “evil” and fake news a 

“sin.”8 This has made him an enemy of populists who speak 

of defending Europe’s “Judeo-Christian tradition” for he is 

the embodiment of Europe’s Roman Catholic tradition.9 It 

should matter to Christians, who wins in this debate of words 

and ideas, as it should also matter to policy-makers across 

Europe. Is the church simply an alternative voice in the dis-

cussion of what defines Christianity? Should populists be un-

I N T R O D U C T I O N — T H E  M I S S I N G  L I N K
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contested in fostering their sense of Christian belonging and 

moral leadership? Have Europe’s churches stopped creating 

a space where people can truly belong? What does this mean 

for the future of Europe? 

Having worked in the European parliament and later on 

sensitive issues where declining democracy in countries with 

strong populists had serious implications for peoples’ human 

rights, these questions concern me. In my view, the Christian 

message is ultimately geared towards emancipation and greater 

human flourishing. As the late philosopher Roy Bhaskar out-

lines in his work on meta-Reality, recognising the humanity 

of the other implies a capacity to shed our egos and precon-

ceptions, to identify with them and reconcile with them; this 

involves work and commitment.10 For Christians, of course, 

this resonates with Jesus’ comments on the greatest command-

ment: love God and love your neighbour as yourself. In the 

political arena, love as a response sounds nonstrategic, weak 

and, perhaps worse, naïve. Christians are also instructed to use 

reason. Europe’s past cannot be changed, but Europeans have 

the power to shape its future and this book and its contributors 

want to empower you to do that!

I N T R O D U C T I O N — T H E  M I S S I N G  L I N K
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N O T E  A B O U T  T H E  B O O K : 

The book’s chapters are structured in two parts. Part one be-

gins by addressing why politics and populism should matter to 

Christians, before discussing some of the socio-political aspects 

of populism. Part two then presents an overview of contempo-

rary populism in different parts of Europe in the form of coun-

try-based case studies, before offering concluding reflections.

Whilst there are several themes that reoccur throughout this 

book, the views expressed in each chapter belong to those who 

wrote them and are not necessarily shared by the other contrib-

utors, the editor or Skaperkraft Think Tank.

I N T R O D U C T I O N — T H E  M I S S I N G  L I N K
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C H A P T E R  O N E

CHR IS T IANI T Y,  HUMANI T Y  AND 
T HE  NEW NAT IONAL I SM 

Jürgen Moltmann 

The nationalist promise to place their people’s interests first 

rests on at least one false premise. A nation’s citizens are part of 

the humankind that shares a common earth. Christians should 

confront populism with optimism and universal solidarity.

Nationalistic populist movements are gaining ground across 

Europe.  As we are carried into the future on the shoulders of 

the past, it is perhaps unsurprising that this new nationalism is 

not completely new. Indeed, it began with the German national 

reunification in 1990 and the end of the East-West conflict in 

1993. At this time, the Soviet Union dissolved itself and the East-

ern bloc vanished with it. Gorbachev wanted to keep socialist 

internationalism alive, but Yeltsin won and a new Russia with a 

new brand of Russian nationalism emerged. Russia had become 

an overburdened guardian for the Soviet world and its cause. 

When Yeltsin won, the dream of a united communist humankind 

died.  Today President Putin represents this new nationalism. 

Whereas the Eastern bloc disintegrated all of a sudden, 

the so-called Free World in the West has dissolved much more 

slowly. But now a new nationalism is both gradually eroding 

and replacing the old democratic community of the West. As 
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with Russia of the 1980s, the US of the 2010s is feeling over-

burdened by its role as the guardian of the West and leader of 

the Free World. It was this fatigue that made President Trump’ s 

“America first” campaign successful. One pillar of his argu-

ment is that the US is being taken advantage of by a free-riding 

Europe, and it explains several of Trump’s arguments. It ex-

plains why Trump feels that America is dealt with “unfairly” 

in trade, and he has argued that other countries have the upper 

hand with, for example, “German cars pour into the country 

as water” or why he wants European states to pay for the US’ 

military presence on their soil. The new American nationalism 

is increasingly driving the US into isolation. It could have been 

more fitting for Trump to have campaigned for America alone. 

It would be to turn back the clock to American policy prior to 

the Second World War. 

In 2019 a new competition is beginning between the na-

tions, which is starting to break-down the international mech-

anisms of cooperation. At the end of the second decade, eco-

nomic wars and cyberattacks happen in peacetime, and politi-

cal narratives are shifting back towards a survival of the fittest, 

which, for the time being, remains the US. No one would have 

imagined this state of affairs at the beginning of the century. 

A result of this new nationalism is that the transnation-

al organisations of humankind that were built to guarantee 

peace, such as the United Nations or the European Union, are 

to be destroyed. Trump, for example, has made it known that 

he is not a fan of the UN. As Trump complained in April 2017, 

“The United States, just one of 193 countries in the U.N., pays 

for 22 percent of the budget and almost 30 percent of the Unit-

ed Nations peacekeeping, which is unfair.”11 Under Trump, the 

US has left the UN’s 2015 Paris Agreement to combat climate 
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change, left UNESCO and left the UN’s Human Rights Coun-

cil. These organisations exert normative pressure on countries 

whose leaders have decided to put their own interests before 

the common good. Economically, bilateral deals have sup-

planted the WTO’s multilateral agreements. Whilst it may look 

as if the hard work towards a democratic dream of a peaceful 

humankind is falling apart, I would argue that it is a temporary 

hiccup—not a requiem for a dream. 

E V E N  A M E R I C A N S  A N D  R U S S I A N S  A R E  P A R T  O F  H U M A N K I N D

The problems that humans face today simply cannot be solved 

at the national level by national governments. The danger of 

atomic suicide (Sacharov) still calls for transnational structures 

and some form of world order. The progressive destruction of 

nature calls for an ecological reconstruction of our industrial 

societies that should occur across all nations. However, certain 

signs of a universal counter-shift in favour of action and trans-

national agreement are visible. In Europe, school strikes spear-

headed by climate warriors such Greta Thunberg, progress in 

reducing climate emissions by such countries as Denmark or 

the UK, changes in the recycling industries, and the success of 

the Green parties in the 2019 European elections show that 

change is coming.

In addition to the challenges mentioned above, human-

kind must tackle overpopulation, migration and poverty, all 

of which call for a new way of organising humanity. The ideal 

State of Humankind on this earth, which Immanuel Kant re-

ferred to as the Menschheitsstaat, is no longer a humanistic 

dream, but a bare necessity, if humankind is to survive. Whilst 

these ideas have been around for a long time, they have not led 

to the desired political actions of their supporters. 
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However, it is important to look at how far changes in this di-

rection have already come. Nations have been used as a way of 

organising humanity since before the world wars, when econo-

my used to mean the national economy, and nations responded 

to common challenges and dangers by means of international 

treaties. Yet after 1954, the United Nations (UN) with its Se-

curity Council was formed to be a common agent on the side 

of all of humanity, regardless of the political situation or na-

tional interests of the country in which they live. Thus, it was 

deliberately created as a transnational organisation that would 

facilitate greater human flourishing of each and all. 

Moving forward, I see two further steps to be taken. A 

first step would be to transform national foreign policy into a 

global domestic policy in order to control nuclear weapons as 

the physician Carl-Friedrich von Weizsäcker called for 50 years 

ago. Within the European Union this has been accomplished to 

a certain extent, as national foreign policy has already become 

European domestic policy. A second step would be a joint 

earth policy for humankind. In order to achieve this, there is a 

need for transnational, humanity-oriented organisations. The 

nations’ struggle for power and recognition has its final limits 

in the nuclear suicide program and the destruction of the living 

space that is the earth and those who inhabit it. Every relapse 

into this struggle for power is not only anti-human and a lethal 

crime against humanity, but it is a crime against the earth on 

which we live. It is also in conflict with the modern populists. 

T H E  C H U R C H  A N D  H U M A N I T Y 

In building these international structures, world leaders have 

indeed something to learn from Christians.  Starting with the 

church, it is essentially all-embracing, and can never be limited 
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to a national religion. It is ecumenically oriented towards the 

whole of humanity and understands itself as an anticipation 

of the universal kingdom of God. The church is also present 

in most nations, caring for humanity and representing human 

rights and human dignity, by living out the human virtues of 

compassion, solidarity, mercy, respect, honesty, truth and faith-

fulness.  These virtues know no borders so that through its 

universal presence, the church is well positioned to promote 

peaceful international relations through the brotherhood 

Christians share with sister-churches in other nations. 

The church of Christ is, in its ideal state, on the side of hu-

manity and incompatible with nationalism. When God became 

human, he became just that, and did not become American or 

German. Similarly, Adam and Eve were the first humans, as 

opposed to the first Israelites or Japanese people. We can also 

conclude from Genesis that every human being, regardless of 

nationality, is to be respected as an image of God. Similarly, 

the friend-foe conflict between the nations is broken by Jesus’ 

commandment to love the enemy. Instead of viewing ourselves 

as rivals, we and the other become love the enemy, because he 

is like you—he or she is human. 

The Christian church is democratic and not anti-democrat-

ic. In the church, anyone can partake and all are equal before 

God. Democracy is grounded in human rights, and not in na-

tion’s rights, people’s rights, or in German or American rights. 

As such, democracy is an anticipation of the hoped-for State 

of Humankind. In democracy, human beings are to be free and 

equal, which as an aspiration is the least of the high demands 

of democracy. 

At the beginning of our modern times, Christian brother-

hood was extended to human brotherhood. This idea of Alle 
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Menschen werden Brüder (all people become brothers) is central 

to how Christians today are encouraged to view those around 

them, regardless of their religion, race, nationality or other 

identity markers used to divide humankind. Interestingly, this 

spirit is encapsulated in the European Union’s anthem, which is 

Friedrich Schiller’s (1759-1805) poem in Ludwig van Beethov-

en`s (1770-1827) 9th symphony Ode to Joy. In this symphony, 

“all people become brothers where your gentle wing rests.”  

Looking at how this conceptual shift occurred, astonish-

ingly, in the midst of the misery of the thirty years’ war (1618-

1648), reformed theology in Germany rediscovered the gospel 

of the kingdom of God. Around this time, in Amsterdam, the-

ologians such as Johann Amos Comenius (1592-1670), Rabbi 

Menasseh ben Israel (1604-1657) (as seen in his 1650 book 

Spes Israelis), or Philipp Jakob Spener (1635-1705) (with his 

“assertion of coming better times”) were all convinced of a 

turn from the limited church of Christ to the universal king-

dom of Christ. In the 17th and 18th centuries, this Christian 

future-hope was transformed into the secularised ideal of hu-

manity and a state of humankind, guaranteeing eternal peace. 

In Gottfreid Ephraim Lessing’s (1729-1781) famous 1779 dra-

ma Nathan the Wise he asks: “Are Jews and Christians oth-

er than human beings? Oh, if amongst you I could still find 

another, for whom it is enough to be called a human being!” 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) followed Lessing’s example 

in his 1793 book, Religion in the limits of reason alone. The 

church belief can only unite human beings “provisionally.” 

Faith based on pure reason, however, serves “that God may 

all in all” bring “eternal peace” on earth. As such, the State 

of Humankind is not only the final goal of human history, but 

also the end purpose of all of creation. 
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T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  E X I S T E N C E :  T O  B E  O R  N O T  T O  B E  H U M A N ?

Reason will, according to Kant, lead humans to create the State 

of Humankind, and the end of war. But there is an additional 

question that complicates the matter: Should humans exist or 

not? The question is foundational to the views that underpin 

our faith and our politics. This is an existential question that 

deserves close examination. Indeed, to answer it in a way that 

suggests that there is no meaning to human life, in my view, 

underpins all of the political and cultural problems faced by 

humankind today.

If humans can say “yes” to the question of whether or not 

humankind should exist, they attribute meaning to their lives 

and claim their actions have purpose. This enables humans to 

enjoy life and to flourish, willing to fight against the most-dead-

ly dangers facing humanity. However, where doubts creep in, 

as humans, we may resign ourselves to simply letting things fall 

apart around us. The risks of this scenario are well-known, but 

nonetheless human fatalism with regards to nuclear numbing 

and ecological blindness continues to foster inaction that only 

increases these problems and offers no solutions. In my opin-

ion, this is the main spiritual danger of our times. 

As Christians, we need to affirm that life has meaning. 

More than seven billion human beings live on the earth and 

this number is growing rapidly. An alternative future is that 

the earth could be uninhabited. The earth existed without hu-

man beings for millions of years. Many species can survive 

if the human race disappears. Dinosaurs came and went, for 

example, so that it is important to ask such questions about 

our purpose on earth. 

In trying to address the question of whether human be-

ings are needed on earth or whether we are here by chance, 
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it appears logical to look at the universe and nature to see if 

these provide an answer. If nature shows a strong anthropic 

principle, that the universe must be compatible with those liv-

ing in and observing it, then humans can feel “at home in the 

universe,” as Stuart Kauffman’s book of that title suggests. If 

such a stark anthropic principle cannot be proven, then the 

universe does not answer this existential question. Looking at 

the universe, we encounter this sad conjecture from a Nobel 

laureate in physics, Steven Weinberg: “The more the universe 

seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless.” The 

silence of the world’s expanses and the coldness of the universe 

can lead humans to despondency, as Blaise Pascal had already 

observed centuries earlier. Neither the stars nor our genes can 

adequately answer whether or not humankind should exist. 

Reverting to the question of whether there is any natural-

istic reason to love life and affirm the human being, if humans 

find no answer, then each culture of life lacks foundations and is 

built on shaky ground. If humanity were an accident of nature, 

superfluous and without relevance for the universe—perhaps 

only a mistake of evolution—it would be difficult for humans 

to find a logical foundation for any rationale to cherish life and 

flourishing so that life could seem pointless. The philosopher 

Hans Jonas sought to fill this void with a “duty to be.” 

W H AT  S H O U L D  W E  C O N C L U D E ? 

I would argue that perhaps existential questions of humanity 

are not answered by rational arguments, but rather they are 

answered by the prerational instinctive assurance of lack of 

assurance. Simply put, humans have a basic instinct to sur-

vive and to live meaningful lives before they begin to over-

think the matter. 
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Is the Christian faith in the creator God in the position to say a 

clear “yes” to the question of whether we should live on earth 

and in peace? I end this short prologue here by answering with 

a resounding “yes.” In the eternal life of God, we affirm our 

fragile humanity in spite of universal death. In the eternal love 

of God, we love life and resist its devastations. In the ungrasp-

able nearness of God, we trust in what is saving even when 

universal dangers are growing around us. In the face of a new 

nationalism that seeks to divide us by appealing to our selfish 

ego, it is from this position of confidence in God, and in God’s 

will, that we can, and should, act. We should act not only to 

enable our own flourishing, but the flourishing of each member 

of humankind in universal solidarity.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

W H Y  P O L I T I C S  MAT T E R S

Luke Bretherton

Christians should care about politics as it is; first, a primary 

way we discover and fulfil what it means to be a creature; sec-

ond, how we answer the call to love God and neighbour; and 

third, witness to what it means to be the church. In short, to 

be a Christian is to be a particular kind of political animal. In 

what follows I set out the implications of politics for humans 

as creatures, as those who are called to love others as neigh-

bours, and as members of the church. 

Human creatures are political animals. To be a creature is to be 

a political animal. Let me unpack that statement. Humans are 

not created to be alone. We are vulnerable, interdependent an-

imals whose very survival depends on the care we receive from 

others. And beyond mere survival, our flourishing depends 

on being embedded in just and loving forms of common life. 

Flourishing here coordinates with shalom, the Hebrew word 

that denotes wholeness, prosperity, peace, well-being, and a 

state of blessing for the community as a whole. A shalom-like 

life requires we form some kind of common life with others. 

Outside of Eden, cultivating such a common life will be a strug-

gle that involves negotiating asymmetries of power and often 

divergent visions of the good.  Politics is the way we undertake 
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that struggle so as to constructively transform imbalances of 

power without killing or coercing others so that a form of life 

might emerge in which the flourishing of each is recognised as 

connected to the flourishing of all.  It is through politics that 

we determine whether our common life—at whatever scale, 

from the local to the global—is just or unjust, generous or 

heartless, peaceable or violent. Unsurprisingly then, from the 

Bible onward, political life is a central feature of theological 

reflection on the meaning, purpose, and ordering of human life 

in response to the revelation of God. 

Politics as a moral good through which we cultivate just 

and loving forms of common life has two dimensions. The first 

is the good of association and the communication and patterns 

of relationship that serve to build up a shared world of mean-

ing and action. As a good, association is both an intrinsic good 

and a means through which to fulfil other kinds of substantive 

common goods (e.g., health and education).

The second dimension of politics as a moral good is that it 

embodies and serves what is common or shared by all and the 

structures, practices, and processes that enable what is shared 

to be tilled and tended. As a good, politics is directed to the 

flourishing of the whole rather than the part, the common rath-

er than either a factional or private interest.  When political life 

serves only the interests of the one, the few or even the many, 

rather than what is common, then politics is corrupted into a 

form of tyranny such a plutocracy, majoritarianism, oligarchy 

and the like.

Pursuing politics over time requires institutional forms that 

serve the good of association and the pursuit of what is com-

mon. These take the form of such things as laws, constitutions, 

the means of governance (bureaucracy, etc.), electoral systems. 
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As a name for the institutions of the polity or state, politics is a 

synonym for statecraft: the exercise of sovereignty and govern-

ance through the management of and competition for control 

of state apparatus. Statecraft is an instrumental and functional 

good that serves the ordering and maintenance of a common 

life as a realm of human flourishing. Failure to be subordinat-

ed to this good means statecraft is disordered and potentially 

challenges the Lordship of Christ (i.e., is anti-Christic). 

Alongside statecraft, the term politics also refers to the re-

lational practices through which a common world of meaning 

and action is created and cultivated. This sense refers to the 

craft of politics understood as the formation and negotiation 

of a common life between friends and strangers, including their 

estranged or competing interests and visions of the good. Or, 

to put it another way, politics in this dimension is the craft of 

maintaining commonality by recognizing and conciliating con-

flict with others in pursuit of goods held in common. It involves 

discovering a shared vision of human flourishing in the face of 

the inevitable and intractable disagreements and differences 

that emerge in any form of fallen and finite life with others.

While statecraft includes formal, institutional practices 

for sustaining commonality amid difference, statecraft does 

not exhaust the ways and means of undertaking this work. 

Politics as an informal, relational craft takes place in multiple 

settings and is not coextensive with control of the state or 

even dependent on there being a state. Nomads in the de-

sert outside of any formal state structures still generate a rich 

form of political life through customary practices of hospital-

ity, greeting, etc., through which they sustain a common life 

based on shared goods (e.g., access to water). Elders and pas-

tors negotiating changing service times in a church are prac-
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ticing the craft of politics. Neighbours sorting out complaints 

about noise between themselves are likewise doing politics in 

this third dimension. 

Politics as a craft for building relationships and making 

judgments about what is common entails acting in a way 

appropriate to the time/kairos. Hence it entails the need for 

judgments about what is best for these people, in this place, 

at this time: How, when, and where should we act and what 

should we do? As action in time, politics involves questions of 

power: How to act, and who does what to whom, and how 

to achieve our goals? This, in turn, raises questions about le-

gitimacy: Why should we act this way rather than that way, 

who gets to act, and what is the meaning and purpose of our 

actions? And finally, politics involves wily wisdom: the local 

knowledge, strategic analysis, and practical skills necessary to 

respond appropriately to a constantly changing and ambigu-

ous environment.

The definition of politics outlined here suggests that poli-

tics is categorically not war by other means. The bullet and the 

ballot box are mutually exclusive routes to solving shared prob-

lems. At a basic level, politics as a moral good is the alternative 

to unrestrained violence and cycles of revenge. Consequently, it 

is inappropriate to use “politics” as a synonym for talk of pow-

er understood as a wholly negative and violent phenomenon. 

The primary focus of politics is relational power (power with). 

As statecraft, politics deploys command and control or unilat-

eral forms of power (power over). To build relational power 

demands listening to and negotiating with others rather than 

forcing them to do what you want using coercion or an oppres-

sive system. A commitment to politics grounded on relational 

power requires a tacit commitment to nonviolence as a better 
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 |  37form of human interaction, a commitment explicitly developed 

in philosophical, spiritual, and tactical ways in a wide range 

of political movements (for example, the anti-imperial Indian 

movement struggling for independence from Great Britain and 

the American civil rights movement).

For politics to be possible, those engaged in it must assume 

that while not everyone is or should be the same, a common 

world of meaning and action is possible despite manifold dif-

ferences. Politics, as a tacitly nonviolent form of interaction, 

entails a commitment to conditions in which worlds of shared 

meaning and action can be created or sustained. By contrast, 

the proactive use of physical violence—beatings, kidnapping, 

torture, bombing, and the like—by state and nonstate actors 

represents the destruction of the institutions, customs, practic-

es, and habits through which mutual communication and re-

lationship are made possible. The commitment to discovering 

some form of a shared world of meaning and action displays 

the basic moral requirement that politics entails: a commit-

ment to the dignity of friends and strangers (which includes 

those we find scandalous or objectionable). Politics thereby 

involves a commitment to cherishing the image of God in all 

fellow humans. 

The character and form of a distinctively Christian vision 

of political relations—and thence the basis of a common life—

are based on neighbour love. I spell out below what I mean by 

neighbour love and how it incorporates love of the stranger, 

the enemy, and the friendless.

P O L I T I C S  I S  A  M O D E  O F  N E I G H B O U R  L O V E

In the light of the life, death, resurrection and ascension of 

Jesus Christ we discover we are not just finite and frail but 
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also fallen. The constructive way in which Christians frame 

relations with others amid the fallen world is in terms of loving 

one’s neighbour. Whatever one’s theological stance in relation 

to the atonement, or whether salvation is for individuals or the 

cosmos as a whole, the call to love one’s neighbour is a defin-

ing feature of what it means to be a Christian. And as per the 

parable of the Good Samaritan, loving one’s neighbour means 

loving those not like me, i.e., the stranger.

Alongside love of the stranger, love of neighbour includes 

the call to love our enemies. But Christian enemy-love tends to 

fall into one of three traps. Either we make everyone an enemy 

(the sectarian temptation to denounce anyone who is not like 

“us”). Or we make no one an enemy, denying any substantive 

conflicts and pretending that if we just read our Bible and pray, 

things like racism and economic injustice will get better by 

means of some invisible process (the temptation of sentimental-

ism that denies we are the hands and feet of the body of Christ). 

Or we fail to see how enemies claim in problematic ways to 

be our friend (the temptation of naïveté that ignores questions 

of power). In relation to this last trap, we must recognise that 

the powerful mostly refuse to recognise they are enemies to the 

oppressed and claim they are friends with everyone. A loving 

act in relation to those in power who refuse to acknowledge 

their oppressive action is to force those who claim to be friends 

to everyone (and are thereby friends to no one) to recognise 

that their actions perpetuate injustice and domination and need 

renouncing. This involves struggle culminating in an ongoing 

dance of conflict and conciliation. With too much conflict, we 

cannot hear each other. Political debate thereby dissolves into 

sloganeering, denunciation, and eventually violent strife. With 

too much conciliation, we paper over real points of disagree-
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ment, foreshortening the debate, and thereby concealing the 

truth of the matter and the truth about ourselves. Thus, like 

any good dance, politics as a form of neighbour love requires 

cultivating a sense of motion in balance through learning cer-

tain moves, cultivating particular dispositions and habits (e.g., 

patience, courage, etc.), and developing the ability to live with 

tension. But this dance of conflict and conciliation means we 

must learn to see enemies as neighbours capable of change and 

recognize that we ourselves must move and change. Agitational 

democratic politics can be a means for actively building relation-

ship with enemies in order to “seek the welfare of the city” (Jer. 

29:7) so that it displays something of what a just and compas-

sionate common life—i.e., a shalom-like life—might look like.

Building any form of just and loving common life through 

a dance of conflict and conciliation entails reckoning with a 

hard truth: everyone must change, and in the process, we must 

all lose something to someone at some point. Change is part of 

what it means to live as frail, finite, and fallen creatures. Loss, 

and therefore compromise and negotiation, are inevitable, if 

the flourishing of all is to take place. The temptation and sin 

of the privileged and powerful are to fix the system so that 

they lose nothing and others always lose, no matter how hard 

they work. The fight is to ensure that the loss is not borne 

disproportionately by the poor and marginalised. Such a fight 

is a critical part of what it means to love our neighbour in a 

way that is faithful to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ.  Political struggles for a more just and loving common 

life are thereby a defining feature of neighbour love under con-

ditions of finitude and fallenness.

It follows that politics as a form of neighbour love does not 

end at the border of the state, nor is it restricted to citizens of 
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the same state. Anyone anywhere is a potential neighbour to be 

loved, and a person’s status as a creature made in the image of 

God and neighbour for whom Christ died is prior to and tran-

scends the status ascribed to him or her by a nation-state. Refu-

gees and the provision of sanctuary to them are a case in point. 

Sanctuary of refugees, as a practice, witnesses to the claim that 

the authority and rule of Christ transcend any political bound-

ary. If Christ is King, then no fallen sovereign or community 

has the right to utterly exclude or make an exception of anyone 

from the status of a creature for whom Christ died. The church 

is a witness to this confession, and sanctuary of refugees is one 

such means of faithful witness, one that exemplifies how an 

ecclesial form of witness can simultaneously combine a gesture 

of pastoral care with a form of political action. 

Sanctuary for refugees exemplifies how politics as a form 

of neighbour love includes love of the civically and econom-

ically friendless. The irreducibly relational nature of being a 

creature—we come to be through relations with others—means 

that to be without friends is to lack agency; that is, the power 

or ability to act with and for others. Whatever the reason, to be 

cut off or alienated from family or friends (i.e., friendless) is to 

lack the necessary conditions for surviving, let alone thriving. 

By extension, to lack social, economic and political friends, or 

at the very least those who might be friendly towards you, is 

to lack agency. In political terms, the friendless are those with 

either a severely constrained capacity to act for themselves or 

who lack the ability to appear on their own terms. Another 

term for the friendless is “the poor.” To be friendless is also to 

be without standing or recognition in a community: you just 

don’t matter to those with privilege and power. Scripturally, 

the paradigmatic examples of the friendless are the orphan, 
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the widow, and the resident alien: they lack status, are eco-

nomically, politically, and socially vulnerable, and are situated 

in relations of dependency. In the contemporary context, the 

friendless include socially, economically, and politically mar-

ginalised or excluded groups. Like slaves, colonial subjects, 

or Jews under the Nazi regime, the friendless are those whose 

distinct human face is locked inside an iron mask of stereo-

type and stigma and who are without rights or recognition. 

While neighbour love for the friendless should include works 

of mercy, as a political relation it goes beyond pastoral care. 

It demands “binding and loosing” (Matt. 16:19) existing so-

cial, political, and economic relations so that fitting patterns 

of differentiation and interdependence are either created or 

maintained. Politics as neighbour love helps reconstitute the 

conditions of creaturely flourishing by enabling judgments 

about what is alienated or broken apart and so needs binding, 

and what is in bondage or falsely tied together and so needs re-

leasing. Politics as a process of neighbouring thereby counters 

the dynamics of exclusion, erasure, and alienation. Amid these 

fallen conditions, politics-as-neighbouring reweaves the frag-

ile fabric of reciprocal relations upon which a just and loving 

common life depends. Through loving neighbours via politics, 

Christians restore the ability of all persons to be creatures, that 

is, to be political animals who are neither killed nor coerced 

but responded to as those made in the image of God.

T H E  P E O P L E  O F  G O D  A S  A  P O L I T I C A L  E T H I C

As creatures seeking to bear faithful witness to the redemption 

of things in and through Christ, Christians not only love neigh-

bours but also form distinct patterns of common life called 

church. To be the people of God is to be committed to a particu-
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lar kind of politics, which unless practiced, undermines the ho-

liness of the people. Or to parse Stanley Hauerwas, the church 

does not have a political theology, it is a political theology.  

In the New Testament, the people of God are portrayed as 

incorporating elements of an ekklesia (a public assembly of the 

people) and a polis (the form and structure of a political commu-

nity). As the people of God, the Church does not replace Israel 

(this is the conclusion of Paul’s wrestling in Romans 11); neither 

is it a new, territorially bounded polity. Rather, a distinctive pat-

tern of relating together and to God is established, a pattern that 

radically reconfigures political and social distinctions between 

oikos and polis, Gentile and Jew, native and stranger. Gentiles be-

come grafted into Israel, yet, in other ways, they remain Gentiles. 

Likewise, Christians are at once a distinct people yet also citizens 

of existing polities, strangers in their own land, yet strangers 

to no land (Ephesians 2:19; James 1:1; 1 Peter 1:1; 2:11).12 

Technically, the people of God are a theocracy. But this 

should not be understood in the modern usage of the term as 

denoting a polity ruled by a priestly caste. The scriptural por-

trayal of theocracy is meant to prevent the rule by a single 

person or class, priestly or otherwise. Rather, the people are 

ruled by God, which means no human ruler or class can claim 

sovereignty. Theocracy in this scriptural sense means some-

thing like “no master but God.” God’s sovereignty is distribut-

ed throughout the people rather than concentrated in a single 

figure or group. As Augustine notes, the divine law was given 

not to “a single man or even a select group of wise men,” but 

to the people as a whole.13 

The fullest expression and paradigmatic form of God’s rule 

are the assemblies where God and the people speak and hear 

each other, albeit, often mediated by Spirit-anointed leaders 
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such as Moses, David, Nehemiah, John the Baptist, or Peter. 

These public assemblies include various kinds of Spirit-anoint-

ed speech, including reasoned deliberation, prophetic indict-

ment, legal proclamation, exhortation, cries of repentance, and 

shouts of acclamation, all of which help constitute the people 

of God as a distinct people. 

On this account, God’s command comes to the people par-

adigmatically through an assembly. Analogous to how preach-

ing as a speech-act is something that takes place between the 

preacher and the congregation—and cannot exist without 

both sides of the equation—the reception of the command is 

an event that takes place between the people (including their 

anointed representatives) and God. Assembly is the fullest 

manifestation of God’s presence. The material condition of re-

ception is the political process of forming a people. Thus, this 

reception cannot happen without politics. But, conversely, a 

righteous politics depends on reception of God’s Word. The 

combination of receiving God’s Word and politics constitute 

the faithful, hopeful, and loving mode of discovering what to 

do and how to do it among these people, in this place, at this 

time. And it makes congregating for worship/reception the par-

adigmatic form of encounter with God.

Pentecost represents the moment when the nature of medi-

ation, whether of Temple, priest, king, or territory is ruptured 

if not undone. The Spirit is poured out on all flesh and can be 

manifest in any place, and any form of life—Parthians, Elam-

ites, Phrygians, etc.—without distinction, and anyone can re-

ceive the anointing needed to speak for and with God (Acts 2). 

The popular, the ordinary, and the vulgar can mediate God’s 

presence, and God’s presence can be articulated in one’s own 

idiom, however uncouth. Indeed, at Pentecost, it is the mar-
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ginal that speak forth God’s Word, not those from the centre. 

There is thus a populist, anti-clerical undercurrent to a Chris-

tian understanding of what it means to be a people: anyone 

can and should speak with and for God and God may speak to 

anyone in any place.

The politics the church embodies—being the people of 

God—is not a stable category that of necessity generates sep-

aration from or distinctiveness to the world. To be the people 

of God is to be formed from, by, and with the world while on 

pilgrimage through the world. The people of God are therefore 

unlike other peoples in ways that may or may not be righteous 

and which cannot be pre-determined, only discovered in the 

midst of building a common life with other kinds of people. In 

building a common life within and without the church through 

politics, the way in which the church is like and unlike the 

world, for better or for worse, can be discerned. 

A  C H R I S T I A N  P O P U L I S M ?

What it means to be a people is central to both what it means 

to be a democracy and theological understandings of what it 

means to be church. To be a people entails a commitment to 

include and consult the commoners/laity (or their representa-

tives) in any decision affecting the entire people by seeking the 

collective wisdom of the people (e.g., in a parliament or syn-

od). But a problem arises when what it means to be a people is 

conflated with what it means to be a nation. There is an obvi-

ous theological ambiguity between people and nation deriving 

from the uses of these terms as synonyms in Scripture (people 

of God/holy nation). In modern nation-states, what it means to 

be a people is conflated with what it means to be a member of 

a homogenous ethnic, racial, or cultural group.  
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Conflating what it means to be the people of God with a 

particular nation is heretical. The technical term for this heresy 

is phyletism. What it means in practice is that to be Greek is to 

be Orthodox and, conversely, for a Greek to attend a Russian 

or Romanian Orthodox church is to participate in a foreign 

entity. The Synod of Constantinople in 1872 condemned phy-

letism as a heresy. Protestant forms of phyletism are common, 

but today these are mostly related to a vaguer sense of being 

a Christian or Judeo-Christian nation rather than a Lutheran 

or Reformed nation. This shift represents a movement beyond 

phyletism as the linkage between the people and Christianity 

no longer denotes a connection between the nation and a spe-

cific form of belief and practice. Instead, Christianity becomes 

a symbol untethered from doctrinal or ethical content, and 

is thereby reduced to a civil religion deployed to buttress an 

exclusionary national identity.14 Theologically, this shift repre-

sents a move from heresy to idolatry: the nation not the church 

is the primary community of belonging. Politically, it converts 

Christianity into a form of identity politics. 

In contrast to nationalism, populism emerges when rep-

resentatives and the institutions through which a sense of a 

common life is mediated and communicated (e.g., denomina-

tional structures, schools, hospitals, political parties, banks, 

museums, the media, etc.) grow unresponsive to the concerns 

and fears of those they serve and represent. These fears and 

concerns (whether just or not) can then be mobilised over and 

against established modes of representation (e.g., Fox News 

trades on exactly this kind of process). Crises of representa-

tion emerge serially in both churches and states, and populist 

movements of one kind or another are an inevitable response. 

They arise from a felt need to make the people rather than 
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elites—be they clerical, economic, intellectual, bureaucratic, or 

political—the centre of value.

Unlike nationalism (which constitutes a form of idolatry), 

a populist politics is not inherently anti-Christian. It can be 

an important vehicle for pursuing a just and loving form of 

common life. But for this to be possible requires a particular 

kind of democratic populist politics. A constructive way to dis-

tinguish between different kinds of populism is to distinguish 

between democratic and anti-democratic forms of populism. 

An anti-democratic populism refuses the possibilities of a com-

mon life with others, narrowing what is considered common 

via exclusionary and dichotomised visions of who is and who 

is not part of the people. It advocates direct forms of democ-

racy in order to circumvent the need for deliberative processes 

and the representation of multiple interests in the formation of 

political judgments. The leader rules by direct consent without 

the hindrance of checks and balances or the representation of 

different interests. In anti-democratic populism, throwing off 

established authority structures and modes of representation is 

the prelude to giving over authority to the one and giving up 

responsibility for the commons. The goal of anti-democratic 

populism is personal withdrawal from public life so as to be 

free to pursue private self-interests rather than public mutual 

interests. In anti-democratic expressions of populism, personal 

responsibility is for improvement of the self, one’s immediate 

family, institution (e.g., a congregation), or community discon-

nected from the interdependence of any such project with the 

care of the public institutions, rule of law, physical infrastruc-

ture, and common pool resources (e.g., water, forests, air, soil 

etc.) that make up the commonwealth on which all depend 

(thereby denying what it means to be a creature). 
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By contrast, populist democratic politics seeks to restore or 

enrich a common life as opposed to politics dominated by the 

interests of the one, the few, or the many. It embodies a con-

ception of politics that works to re-instate plurality and inhibit 

totalising monopolies (whether of the state or market) through 

common action and deliberation, both of which depend on 

personal participation in and responsibility for tending a com-

mon life.  Historical examples of such a democratic populist 

politics in which churches played a key role include the US 

Populist Movement of the 1870-90s; the early British Labour 

movement; the US civil rights movement; the Solidarity move-

ment in Poland under Communism; and contemporary forms 

of broad-based community organizing in the US and Europe. 

These kinds of democratic populism are a legitimate expres-

sion of Christian commitments in the earthly city. But when 

populism claims to wholly identify the people with the interests 

of a part rather than the common and thereby starts excluding 

others from the determination of a common life, then it has 

become anti-Christic. A faithful, hopeful, and loving judgment 

demands distinguishing between these two kinds of populism 

if Christians are to bear witness to what it means to be a crea-

ture, love neighbours, and be the people of God.

C O N C L U S I O N

Politics is a faithful way Christians attend to and receive crea-

tion and our fellow creatures as gifts. It is a way, as fallen and 

finite creatures, we discover ourselves to be inhabiting a world 

we did not make and living with others we do not control but 

must form a common life with if we are to survive, let alone 

thrive. Politics is a means through which we cultivate shared 

speech and action that bring into being a common life with 
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others not like me.  And like language itself, politics can take 

many forms depending on the cultural and historical context 

within which it is practiced. But what is universal is that we 

need politics to live as creatures made to love God and neigh-

bour. The alternative to politics is killing or coercion.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

IS POPULISM REALLY A THREAT TO DEMOCRACY?

Christel Lamère Ngnambi 

As imperfect an answer as it is, populism is an attempt to an-

swer a real, profound problem that affects our collective mod-

ern lives and which deserves to be appropriately addressed. 

Let me start by telling you a story about two Americans in 

Paris. That warm Friday morning, the air at place de Grève, in 

the courtyard and the surrounding streets of the Hôtel de Ville 

(City Hall) of Paris was tense. Electric. “Vive la Nation!” It 

was 17 July 1789. 

The fortress of the Bastille, hitherto reputed to be impreg-

nable, which had had stood for more than 400 years at the 

entrance to Paris against its attackers, had been taken three 

mornings earlier for the first time ever by an army of the com-

mon folk. The angry people, a crowd of carpenters, cabinet 

makers, locksmiths, chisellers, shoemakers, wine merchants, 

hatters and dyers successfully attacked a magnificent symbol 

of royal might. 

The honours to the king’s absolute power were no longer 

due. It was no longer to King Louis XVI, but to the unexpect-

ed National Assembly that the people had voluntarily chosen 

to swear allegiance. Backed by the people, this same National 

Assembly demonstrated its authority by summoning Louis to 
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the Hôtel de Ville that Friday morning. Amidst 100,000 people 

and national guards, the King advanced into the streets of a still 

very medieval Paris, towards place de Grève and the courtyard 

of the Hôtel de Ville. The King was used to being celebrated 

and welcomed anywhere he went in the country. But here, the 

cry of the national guards and of the Parisians was no longer 

the universal “Vive le roi!” (“Long live the King!”) and “Vive 

la Nation!” (“Long live the Nation!”).. Louis, protected by a 

vault of intertwined steel swords, made his way through the 

crowds of people who were now determined… to be self-deter-

mined. The sovereign from now on was the people. It was the 

beginning of the French Revolution.15

Watching that scene from amongst the crowd was the am-

bassador of a new-born nation where democratic ideas had 

recently triumphed. Thomas Jefferson, one of the Founding 

Fathers of the United States, was taking in the full measure 

of this new French situation, where traditional institutions no 

longer satisfied the people, and where crowds backed leaders 

who reclaimed sovereignty on the people’s behalf. They want-

ed to forcefully overturn the established order. As the Ambas-

sador, Jefferson, reported the following words that week to the 

US Secretary of State Thomas Paine: “a more dangerous scene 

(…) I never saw in America, than what Paris has presented for 

5 days past.”16

Jefferson knew that the situation could soon turn into cha-

os, tyranny or bloodshed. He was indeed aware of the years of 

crisis that led to this people’s revolt. The danger is real when 

the people’s grievances, resentment and a rising collective anger 

lead them to express themselves with senseless violence against 

anything that represents the system, even destroying the parts 

of the system and institutions that have protected them. This 
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is what differentiates democracy from tyranny in the name of 

the people. 

Amidst intellectual and political agitation, the people 

birthed the beginning of the end of absolute monarchy in one 

of the most powerful countries on earth. Though bloodshed 

and chaos did reign for a while, the French people eventually 

chose to base their new political regime on just principles and 

ordered institutions. The so-called Ancien Régime gave way to 

the rise of democracy not only in France, but in Europe. 

2 0 19— T H E  P O P U L I S T  R E V O L T

1 April, 2019. That warm Monday afternoon, the bright sun-

shine and light breeze in the peaceful courtyard of Hôtel Le 

Bristol was in contrast to the city’s tumult and the sulphur-

ous aura of this American in Paris. Even so, it was here in 

this Paris hotel that another American sought to broadcast his 

thoughts on democracy. Steve Bannon, former chief strategist 

of candidate Donald Trump and advisor to the president at the 

beginning of his term before being fired, sat behind a glass of 

Red Bull to give long interviews to the French press.17 Bannon 

describes himself proudly as a populist who wishes to promote 

populism in Europe. This self-depicted modern-day hero wants 

to rescue Europeans from Brussels’ globalist project. “If I drive 

the stake through the vampire, the whole thing will start to 

dissipate,”18 Bannon said referring to the European Union. La-

belled by his critics as “a danger to European democracy,”19 

the impact of Bannon’s arrival on Europe’s political scene vis-

à-vis the populist parties’ success in the 2019 European elec-

tions is unclear. What is clear, however, is that he plans to stick 

around to help European populists deepen their roots in the 

political landscape.20  
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There are historic similarities between Jefferson, who wit-

nessed the crisis of confidence and a revolt against the Ancien 

Régime in Paris, and Bannon, who is both witnessing and pro-

moting the crisis of confidence and the revolt against Western 

democracy as currently practiced. However, where Jefferson, 

a champion of modern constitutional democracy from its in-

ception, saw the French revolutionary crisis as a dangerous 

situation, Bannon sees ours as a promising “populist revolt.”21 

The question many are asking today is whether, with this in-

tellectual and political agitation, the peoples of the Western 

world are indeed birthing the beginning of the death of liberal, 

constitutional democracy in the most powerful group of coun-

tries in the world. 

T H E  P O P U L I S T  S I T U A T I O N

Populism represents a trend of opinions and attitudes that are 

spreading with time.22 Populism is first and foremost a social 

phenomenon. Populism’s first modern expressions date back 

to the Russian agrarian revolutionary movement of the 1850s, 

and in the small farmers’ and miners’ electoral revolt in the 

1890s in the United States. Later it re-emerged in 20th century 

Europe with Fascist, Nazi and Communist versions.23  

As a social phenomenon much more than an ideology, 

populism can be perceived as a situation24 of broken trust in, 

and broken credibility of current representative institutions 

and systems. This is populism as it is experienced by people. 

The autumn 2018 Eurobarometer25 underlined that an average 

of 60% of EU citizens “tend not to trust” their national gov-

ernment or parliament (whilst just less than half express the 

same feeling towards the European Union). These are repre-

sentative institutions, based on elections, and meant to provide 
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an ordered forum where the opinions and will of the people 

can lead to decisions about the issues that concern us all. Apart 

from these institutions, people maintain higher levels of trust 

that their civil and political rights are respected in their coun-

try. However, for more than 10 years, a trend of distrust in 

representative institutions has been visible, and the same pe-

riod has revealed a qualitative leap: distrust has taken a more 

fundamental and structural nature, and a growing, sizeable 

minority in Europe are questioning representative democracy 

itself—the places where people exhibit most trust being Lux-

embourg, Switzerland, Malta and the Scandinavian countries. 

Looking at electoral behaviour, it is no longer a question 

of voting for the least worst, but of refusing to comply with 

the voting recommendations provided for by the democratic 

system (and its intellectual, political or media outlets). Citizens 

are then more likely to prefer a blank vote, abstention, or dem-

ocratic indiscipline i.e. choices in line with populist proposals. 

This refusal to play the game is more than a mere complaint. 

It manifests a desire to no longer believe what election profes-

sionals say, a refusal to believe in politics, in short: an “elector-

al insurrection” that gives the system a middle finger.26  

This deepening of populist attitudes—let us call it a pop-

ulist situation, or populism as experienced—is perceived by 

populist political entrepreneurs as a global phenomenon, a 

welcome revolt that should be encouraged in the West and be-

yond and translated into political action. Thus, while so-called 

right-wing populisms have emerged more strongly in Europe 

in recent decades (oft-cited names are Front national in France, 

Vlaams Belang in Belgium or more controversially, Hungary’s 

Fidesz), they have lost their exclusive place in recent years and 

are competing with conquering left-wing populisms (includ-
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ing Die Linke in Germany, Syriza in Greece or La France in-

soumise), aiming to replace both the failing Socialists and some-

times the Communists, whose audiences and favourite themes 

often overlap with those of right-wing versions of populism.27

Bannon’s attempt to redeem the word populist is both clev-

er in terms of branding—along with other tricks, this attracts 

a lot of media attention—, and frightening: just like the French 

Revolution did for Thomas Jefferson 230 years ago, populism 

today often causes concern for the sake of democracy. The me-

dia have long used this term as a “contemptuous slur,”28 but 

maybe they have forgotten to remind their publics why.

P O P U L I S T  S T O R Y T E L L I N G :  R E D E M P T I O N  P O L I T I C S 

Political entrepreneurs are popular when they understand the 

power of a story that resonates with peoples’ feelings and ex-

periences. Populist storytellers—these include political parties 

but also non-party political or activist movements—use peo-

ple’s hopes and fears to depict the populist situation in which 

Europeans find themselves. Above all, populism unfolds a sto-

ry or narrative around the question of power (primarily about 

collective power, but also personal power). It is therefore high-

ly political. But there is also more to it. This story is populated 

by characters who play central roles in the narrative and offer 

a different gospel with an original bliss, an original sin, ten-

sion, a promise of redemption, a redeemer, a resolution and a 

glimpse of utopia on earth.

Unlike other successful political movements, populist sto-

rytelling does not wait for you to be convinced of a political 

ideology or to join a party. The magic of populism is that it 

is soluble in various ideologies and enjoys mixing genres. As 

such, although it is based on a system of ideas and values that 
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it links to each other, populism is above all a specific narra-

tive format produced to provide meaning about a collective 

experience and encourage the masses to take certain actions. In 

this sense, it touches the guts, the hearts, the minds, awakens 

hopes, stirs up anger and sympathises with sadness much more 

than it offers a substantial grid of interpretation of the world. 

Some actually say that populism is a thin ideology, and not a 

thick, substantial ideology, rich in theory and principles.29 

CORE PR INC IPLE : SOVEREIGNTY

Diagram of the relationships between the central concepts 

of the populist narrative (Wirth et.al., 2016, pp. 7–13)

T HE POPUL IS T

THE PEOPLE

THE O THERS

THE EL I T E
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The common key characteristic of the story told by populist 

political entrepreneurs is that it antagonises parts of the pop-

ulation strategically. This antagonism is at the heart of their 

strategies of power conquest and of the political solutions they 

propose. So, what is the story told by Europe’s populist strate-

gists?30 Please refer to Figure 1 above. 

In the beginning, there is “the People.” “The People” is 

dignified, great and inherently good. Bound together by a com-

mon history and emotional ties, their identity is quite clear, and 

it deserves to be affirmed, promoted, cherished. So far, this may 

sound like any number of political movements, but populists ar-

gue for an antagonistic and politicised definition of the collective 

identity. This identity uses the us and them language discussed 

in chapter one to exclude and antagonise, and that distinction 

is based upon the political or partisan ideology of the popu-

list movement in question. The People, the true People, form a 

united and virtuous community, whose dignity as a social unit is 

realised through its sovereignty, that is, its unsurpassable power 

to decide its destiny. Based on its shared identity, the people can 

express their common will (Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s volonté 

générale). The people are self-aware and can make themselves 

heard through the voice of the majority. The will of the peo-

ple is simple, transparent and immediately accessible to those 

who want to hear it. When the majority has spoken, the will of 

the people is considered to be expressed. This is called major-

itarianism and it leaves little to no room to dissenting voices.

This emphasis on the people and their sovereignty is not 

typically populist, even though the antagonistic understanding 

is. A positive sense of patriotism is common in most nations 

and it is considered mainstream. Populist strategists, for their 

part, go further in the dark picture they draw. 
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“The People,” according to populist narrative, have a 

problem. Within society, there is a league, a class of individ-

uals with greater power than the masses of ordinary people. 

These are the elites, political, economic, cultural, intellectual 

or legal. According to populist rhetoric, the elites and the Peo-

ple maintain an antagonistic relationship. They do not come 

from the same world; the elites’ environment is one of intrans-

parency, superiority, affluence, international arenas, thirst for 

undeserved power, and monopolisation of benefits. The elites 

nurture and strengthen each other, they cultivate a similar, of-

ten a neo-liberal, cosmopolitan world-view; they reproduce 

among themselves and they control, unfairly, the levers of in-

fluence and power in society. They operate in a parallel silo 

with the people and make their own decisions about interna-

tional life and policies with tremendous consequences on the 

life of nations and ordinary people, thus creating a mysterious 

system over which the People have less and less control. Their 

intentions and practices are corrupt, immoral, selfish, and even 

incompetent. Their power creates an asymmetric relationship 

between a superior elite, and the People that depend on them. 

Their abuse of power is driving the People to their downfall, 

weakens their rights, and manipulates them by promising them 

what they deserve (freedom, well-being, safety, tranquillity, 

progress) without ever fulfilling their promises. There is there-

fore a paradox and tension between the theory and practice of 

democracy. In theory the People should rule—but in practice it 

is the elite that holds all the cards. 

In addition to the usurpation of power by the elites, the 

populist strategists antagonise further by using, to their ad-

vantage, the presence of individuals in society who under-

mine the good life of the good People for a variety of reasons. 
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The dangerous others are like a threat that swarms among the 

population, despite the fact that these people are qualitatively 

inferior to it: bad seeds in society. Some examples of these dan-

gerous others in various populist rhetoric include: immigrants, 

refugees, recipients (profiteers) of social benefits, foreign work-

ers, people of a certain religion, people of a certain ethnic pro-

file, perverse people, people of a certain lifestyle or philosophy 

of life, reactionary people, and obscurantists. Many populist 

movements see between the elites and the dangerous others a 

common set of interests, often even conspiracy theories accord-

ing to which the elites maintain the presence of these others in 

order to prevent the People from obtaining what is rightfully 

theirs (freedom, safety, progress...). One of these conspiracies, 

for instance, purports that migration flows into Europe are a 

centrepiece of a plan by the globalised, urban elites to replace, 

mix and dissolve the peoples of Europe as well as their cul-

ture, and with a view to impose their political world-view31.

Similar to the elite, the dangerous others are part of the 

enemy portrait, known in German as the Feindbild, a concept 

or image to be hated, or more precisely an image of an ab-

stract unnamed enemy that wants to harm us or threatens our 

well-being. This Feindbild image concentrates our hostility and 

allows us to focus our resentment. An epitome of the Feindbild 

was the image of a black sheep used for many years in the 

Swiss People’s Party graphics and posters in order to represent 

criminal foreigners.32 

The People observe and experience dissatisfaction that 

this power has been illegitimately stolen from them and is 

usurped by people who do not deserve it. The populist situa-

tion of resentment and loss of trust occurs when the People feel 

that rules have taken precedence over their self-expression. 
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The People understand that they are being duped and that, as 

a result, their sovereignty is being undermined. So, the power 

must come back to them. They must rebel.

The populists’ task is to restore democracy. They want to 

give back their voice to the ordinary people and they assert 

that the latter have the right to a democracy that is undiluted. 

Through the exercise of a direct and immediate, majoritarian 

democracy, they intend to accomplish this redemption in order 

to repair and put an end to the complex and grubby machinery 

of pragmatic politics. No need for long complicated discussions 

or opaque party structures. What is really needed is leadership, 

especially an assertive and charismatic leader who can speak 

and act directly on behalf of the People. This is the beginning 

of authoritarianism, the approach of power that implies that 

the governed must without question follow the decisions of 

the rulers. In the name of the People, deliberation, criticism, 

checks and balances, and contestation of power are ignored or 

publicly ridiculed by leaders thanks to their charisma, or are 

restricted by law, or even repressed.

The sovereignty of the people is therefore their supreme as-

piration and the principle at the heart of politics as perceived by 

populists. It is the People, they say, and not the elites, who are 

the true democratic sovereign. It is the rule of the people that 

they claim to be fighting to re-establish in society, by ridding it 

of the unworthy influences of the elites and of the dangerous 

others, who are working against the sovereignty of the people. 

It is unfair that the People have lost control of their destiny 

and the task of the populist is therefore to restore sovereignty.

Restoring the People’s sovereignty also necessarily means 

introducing reforms in order to bring the People closer to the 

means of decision-making, which includes new and simpler in-
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stitutional structures, and the change or abolition of complex 

institutions or decision-making methods. By claiming to want 

to bring politics closer to the citizen, the populist movement 

maintains a deep, bitter suspicion against democratic institu-

tions that require delegation, representation, subcontracting or 

expertise. Populists prefer direct choice, immediate consulta-

tion, or even acclamation by plebiscite. The People are always 

right; they must be trusted and political or legal institutions 

that complicate the expression or direct decision-making of 

“the People,” whether national or international, are seen as an 

obstacle to the sovereignty of “the People.” An unstated aim is 

also to thwart the principle of separation of powers, which is 

intended to prevent control of power by a single group or class 

by abuse of simple majority rule.

As mentioned above, the growth of populist sentiments is 

in part seated upon a feeling of distrust and disillusionment 

with democracy and politics as it is being practiced compared 

to what once was. And yet in Europe we live in an age of fre-

er expression, increased individual rights and freedoms, and 

widespread concerns about public transparency. We should 

pause to consider how profound that is, and paradoxical too. 

This modern age, which is supposedly an age of freedom 

and empowerment, also seems to show serious pathological 

signs. How come?

N E W  W O R L D  O R D E R  A N D  D E M O C R A T I C  D I S O R D E R

Let’s leave populism aside for a moment. Remember the Cold 

War? In the late 1940s, a fundamental opposition emerged 

between the single-party communist political system and the 

Western political system of liberal democracy. Liberal democ-

racy is based on the liberal principles of freedom of expression, 
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conscience, press and choice. In particular, this liberal-demo-

cratic political regime in its ideal form allows the choice of 

rulers and protects individuals from arbitrary totalitarianism 

by guaranteeing them freedom of association and respect for 

human rights and private property.

In November 1989, the fall of the Berlin Wall became 

the symbol of the collapse of the regimes claiming to be Sovi-

et-Communist. This great change is interpreted as the victo-

ry of liberalism over communism. During this period, at the 

crossroads between the 1980s and 1990s, political positions 

in Western Europe and North America attempted to promote 

the reorganisation of the international scene around a com-

mon culture—the Western liberal culture. It was then that, 

on 29 January 1991, in his State of the Union Address, U.S. 

President George Bush senior referred to Iraq’s invasion of 

Kuwait by establishing the concept of a new world order that 

unites so-called free nations around the values of represent-

ative democracy (political liberalism), individual freedoms 

(cultural liberalism) and free markets (economic liberalism): 

What is at stake is more than one small country, it is a 

big idea—a new world order, where diverse nations are 

drawn together in common cause to achieve the universal 

aspirations of mankind: peace and security, freedom, and 

the rule of law. Such is a world worthy of our struggle, 

and worthy of our children’s future.33

The phrase new world order comes directly from one of the 

mottoes at the time of the American and French Revolutions, 

which compared the advent of modern liberal democracy to 

a new order of the world that was soon to replace the Ancien 
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Régime. However, this time around, that phrase reflected a 

movement of ideas that originated in the United States and 

helped to redefine democracy from a triumphalist, predom-

inantly economic perspective, based on the model of a capi-

talist society.

B E Y O N D  L I B E R A L I S M :  T H E  T R I U M P H  O F  N E O - L I B E R A L I S M

Neo-liberalism was first born as an intellectual reaction to the 

success of neo-Marxist ideas on politics and economics in the 

1970s. It is the result of a battle of ideas, but also a political 

battle to promote and spread market economy throughout the 

world—a central concern during the Cold War. 

At the crossroads between the 1980s and 1990s, neo-lib-

erals argued that the success of a country required that it 

liberalise its economy, that it deregulate as much as possible 

and that it privatise as many public companies and services as 

possible. They claimed that this would help governments to 

make the most of the growing international flows of informa-

tion, culture, trade, finance, people and ideas.34 Each country 

should open its borders to benefit. Deregulation of the econ-

omy should involve reducing public spending, implementing 

budgetary austerity policies, restricting the state’s ability to in-

fluence price and currency levels, dismantling tariff protections 

to facilitate imports from abroad, and disengaging the state.35 

Neo-liberals give pride of place to the minimal state and rise of 

private economic agents, because they think that private com-

panies can serve society at least as well or better than the state.

The neo-liberal approach can be summarised in the fa-

mous phrase, laissez-faire. This basically means that neo-liber-

als assume that the market operates according to its own laws 

that allow it to regulate itself. A fundamental axiom behind 
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these laws, dating back to the 18th century with very influential 

thinkers like Bernard de Mandeville and Adam Smith, is that 

personal vices (i.e. private interests) should express themselves 

as freely as possible, because they ultimately lead to public 

happiness and well-being for all. Likewise, neo-liberals see the 

pursuit of profit as beneficial to everyone in society; if compa-

nies are competitive and earn money, then they can create jobs 

and play a social role in creating prosperous communities.

The United States and United Kingdom began to apply 

neo-liberal political ideas in the 1980s. With the Cold War 

over, international institutions, in agreement with the United 

States Treasury and powerful Western governments produced 

the Washington Consensus, a set of economic policy recom-

mendations for developing countries, aimed to help every 

country achieve Western-style wealth and prosperity. In Eu-

rope, these same principles were enshrined in the Maastricht 

Treaty in 1992 with its main policies such as the Single Mar-

ket, competition policy, Economic and Monetary Union and 

the European Employment Strategy, mainly due to the United 

Kingdom’s lobbying within the European Union.36

The development of free enterprise, the free market and 

the free movement of capital (all promoted by neo-liberalism) 

have greatly contributed to economic development in Europe 

and elsewhere in the world, to the development of major infra-

structure, basic services and technologies as well as to the fight 

against the ravages of extreme poverty. Proponents of neo-lib-

eralism have always tended to argue that such economic pro-

gress, if accompanied by the necessary political reforms on the 

part of the state, would ultimately yield positive benefits for all 

peoples. In this vision, there is, therefore, a distinctly messianic 

element: the neo-liberal principles of the market and democra-
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cy must be promoted throughout the world; they will save the 

peoples of the world from their sufferings and give them what 

they want: freedom, well-being, safety, tranquillity, progress, 

etc. The triumph of these principles announces “the end of his-

tory,”37 i.e. its completion, its fulfilment—a new world order.

In this view, the market is a force which, exactly like di-

vine providence (i.e., the way God governs creation), has the 

irresistible power to contribute to the good of all. This new 

god presents itself as a remedy for all evils by promising us 

happiness and redemption. The trustworthy laws of the Mar-

ket, combined with the selfish nature of economic agents, lead 

to social harmony. Like a deity, the Market is omnipotent: it is 

able to do everything as long as it is allowed to regulate itself. 

Our neo-liberal society has conferred divine attributes on the 

market, and this belief in the beneficial principles of Market 

functioning have been extended to other areas. 

As time has shown, it is not enough to say that the new 

world order was merely the triumph of the free market econo-

my or that this order represented the end of history. The specific 

understanding of the free market which triumphed, and which 

carried important implications for politics has done quite the 

opposite—it has undermined the democracy it claimed to be 

spreading. Soon enough, theorists within influential interna-

tional organisations (International Monetary Fund, World 

Trade Organisation) have gravitated towards the consensus 

that, since they possess virtues of self-regulation for the good 

of all, and since it has been proven that they make the economy 

efficient, Market principles must also apply to the functioning 

of the state and of democracies. 
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Accordingly, the theory of governance (an idea that itself came 

from corporate language) has been proposed in Western cir-

cles, including in Europe, and particularly at the time of the 

neo-liberal consensus that triumphed after the fall of the Berlin 

Wall.38 Governance is a corporate term and governance theory 

implies that Market principles must apply not only to the econ-

omy, but also to politics. The citizen is viewed as a consumer 

whose private interests deserve to be served by the state to the 

best of its efforts. However, the classical liberal thinking about 

democracy is that the state is meant to serve the common good, 

i.e., the collective interest. 

Neo-liberalism requires that state institutions must be 

managed in a rational manner, following the example of good 

corporate management. It must put in place a number of in-

strumental, rational procedures which apply the most eco-

nomical public policy objectives. “Maximum efficiency, the 

best cost-output ratio” is the state’s measure of success.39 As a 

consequence, this has placed an “iron cage”—a phrase used by 

Max Weber—on democracy, where:

a bureaucrat, in spite of his personal insight, may be forced 

by the rules under which he operates to make a decision he 

knows to be against humanity and good sense.40

Classical liberal democracy, however, insists that deci-

sion-making on public matters should involve serious moral 

deliberation and participation by the people, be it in gov-

ernment or in voluntary associations, and therefore cannot 

give such weight to instrumental reasoning. Culturally, how-

ever, in contemporary Europe, the fact that democracy is so 
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closely associated with cold, rational and distant procedures, 

means that people understand democracy as rules-based and 

not as based on any type of continuous deliberation by the 

people in order to achieve the common good. This is leading 

citizens to disengage from their personal role in the political 

community, and to delegate, by absenteeism, their role to 

increasingly anonymous institutions and procedures. Even in 

the context of civil-society organisations growing stronger, 

these organisations increasingly perceive a need to develop 

high levels of expertise and procedural knowledge in order 

to accomplish their mission. It can be hard for ordinary citi-

zens to know how organisations like Oxfam, Greenpeace or 

WWF can affect change in international forums, the commit-

tees they engage with, the content of their negotiations, and 

why what they do actually supports our lives and responsibil-

ities as citizens. As a result, many citizens are happy to leave 

the work to these NGOs, who become another layer of rep-

resentation.  In practice, however accessible decision-makers 

are or are not to the average citizen, they can appear more 

technical, more bureaucratic, and more remote to everyday 

concerns, especially those which appear politically incorrect, 

and despite democratic procedures and periodic elections, it 

is quite possible that the state or the market will become a 

mildly paternalistic despot.41

The optimal behaviour that the state can adopt, according 

to neo-liberalism, is to ensure that it does not interfere neg-

atively with the all-powerful, self-regulating Market mech-

anisms assumed to produce well-being: the state must pro-

mote free competition, allow foreign companies and workers 

to compete with national ones (and the other way around), 

allow the national economy to focus on certain industries 

I S  P O P U L I S M  R E A L L Y  A  T H R E A T  T O  D E M O C R A C Y ?



67

(and therefore let other industries die) and promote as many 

goods and services as possible through private enterprises 

rather than public organisations. While this avoids the oth-

er extreme of protectionism and constant trade wars—which 

sometimes lead to real armed conflict—, it also increases the 

fragility of communities around the globe and, without some 

level of much-needed protection, exposes weaker individuals 

and communities to the vicissitudes of the global economy. 

Intervention from the state is needed in that regard. Overall, 

in neo-liberal thinking, the state must withdraw as much as 

possible from the social processes and act only in those areas 

where it is most effective. This is in direct opposition to clas-

sical liberal thinking about democracy: the state is supposed 

to reflect and serve the collective will expressed by the people, 

and intervene in social processes when needed.

But it does not stop there. Neo-liberals promote the idea 

that the Market would allow for the free competition of ide-

as and allow the best to win. This has had real implications 

on how we practice democracy: the exercise of democracy 

itself is seen as a broad exchange of influence on the ‘great 

market of ideas.’ State powers and services like road main-

tenance, education, electricity and gas or public transporta-

tion are transferred by neo-liberal governance to civil soci-

ety, businesses and other economic actors who compete for 

their interests to win. In reality, those who are able to wield 

the most power, especially financial power, prevail—which 

undermines the classical liberal assumption that all citizens 

have equal political rights. Examples abound which show 

that in practice private or special interests have often taken 

precedence over the collective interest, partially in response 

to market forces, but also in response to powerful lobbies. 
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This is particularly true in countries at war or weak states, 

to which we exported neo-liberalism. It also happens in Eu-

rope. Think about the clash between big money in tobac-

co companies and public health, for instance, or food safe-

ty scandals due to contamination by genetically-modified 

foods. In both of these cases, the companies’ interests and 

freedom have also led to damage of public health (due to 

passive smoking not being banned, loss of bio-diversity or 

privatisation of formerly freely accessible kinds of food).

Neo-liberalism has been used to spread liberal, market 

principles beyond their original meaning and beyond the realm 

of the market economy, which is why it is referred to as ul-

traliberalism in the age of Total Capitalism.42 Neo-liberalism 

has reshaped democracy in its image, as a system of complex 

procedures, which can all be justified with instrumental, tech-

nical reasoning and the vision that maximising laissez-faire will 

ultimately serve the common good—when it is not hijacked by 

other interests. For these reasons, citizens’ engagement with 

public decision making has decreased, undermining the very 

system which was built so that our voice, interests and rights 

would be represented. The representative function of democ-

racy is malfunctioning and our democracies are felt to be less 

democratic; this is what we call the democratic deficit that is 

observed everywhere in the West.

T H E  R E S I S T A N C E :  D E M O C R A T I C  O R  P O P U L I S T ?

By advocating open borders, integration into the global econ-

omy, self-limitation of the state apparatus and confidence in 

the benefits of market forces, neo-liberalism has led the nation 

state to lose power. Its ability to regulate in order to protect 

citizens from events originating from outside national borders 
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has been somewhat limited, or at least relativised. As a result, 

the sovereignty of the people and their unsurpassable ability 

to decide upon a common destiny, have been further curtailed. 

Neo-liberal logic, by weakening the power of state institutions, 

deprives the people of their sovereignty. It is not surprising, in 

this context, that political movements are calling for the People 

to take control of power. 

And so, we go back to the second American we discovered 

in Paris. Relating to the 2008 global economic and financial 

crisis, Steve Bannon, frequently argues that people who had 

been “following the rules” (working-class people in particu-

lar) have been “screwed” by the “globalist elites who had only 

been protecting their own interests.”43 Right-wing populism 

seeks to resist this feeling of being used and at the mercy of an 

elite system which, in its international dealings, makes deci-

sions on the major political and economic orientations of our 

countries in their interest as opposed to the common national 

interest, and is thereby transforming these countries into what 

they are not. Left-wing populism, on the other hand, intends to 

resist the break-down of social ties and the “culture of narcis-

sism”44 that results from ultraliberalism. It seeks to rehabilitate 

the national community and collective sovereignty.

From both right and left, populists therefore intend, at 

least in part, to respond to a real crisis of democracy and pol-

itics. Their answer can be summed up in the idea of restoring 

to the people the power and the sovereignty they have lost be-

cause of the elites under their leadership. It is important to re-

alise that as imperfect as this answer is, populism is an attempt 

to answer a real, profound problem of our collective modern 

lives, which does deserve to be appropriately addressed. But is 

the right answer to weaken democracy itself?

I S  P O P U L I S M  R E A L L Y  A  T H R E A T  T O  D E M O C R A C Y ?



70

I S  G O D  A  P O P U L I S T ?

C O N C L U S I O N

The populist situation has brought the issue of national sover-

eignty back to the forefront of the political arena. With what 

we know about the triumph of neo-liberalism since the early 

1990s, we now understand that sovereignism is not only a po-

litical but also an existential safeguard reaction to the all-pow-

erful rule of the globalised market, laissez-faire, elitist politics, 

and private interests. It is based on the very powerful idea that 

the nation is the appropriate decision-making and emotional 

level for people to engage in politics again and regain power—

as it should be in a democracy. Populism and democracy both 

contain a central reference to the sovereign rule of the people45.

Sovereignist arguments can be seen as a warning. Popu-

lists have the virtue of forcing all of those concerned about the 

fate of democracy to go further in order to discern the moral 

and political values that are conducive to the democratic ideal, 

beyond the borders of the nation state. That being said, their 

conception of political identity seems too limited to successful-

ly address the major changes in our society and the triumph of 

neo-liberalism.

The populist situation is a real phenomenon experienced 

in many European countries. Whilst some intend to defend the 

interests and rule of the people, our brief investigation of the 

message conveyed by populist political movements has shown 

that the populist offering of political entrepreneurs who address 

this question by antagonising society, gives rise to real questions 

about the continuity of democracy. And yet it is a democracy that 

Western peoples, followed by other peoples of the world, have 

been striving to build for more than three hundred years now.

That said, populism, in the form of alternative political 

movements, offers above all a narrative aimed at providing 

I S  P O P U L I S M  R E A L L Y  A  T H R E A T  T O  D E M O C R A C Y ?



71

meaning to a phenomenon of mistrust towards current insti-

tutions. Now that we are clearer about political populism’s 

role as a revealer of our societies’ existential problems, we can 

only notice the deep crisis in our democracies. Populism simply 

offers a response to it: responses are driven by the populists’ 

ideological convictions. 

The covenant between the citizens and the state, whereby 

the former offer their consent to the authority of the latter in 

exchange for an assurance that the state will provide justice 

and well-being to the citizens, no longer holds as well as it 

has in the past. 
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

POPUL ISTS,  CHRIST IANS AND CHRIST IANITY
—A BIRD’S —EYE V IEW

Christel Lamère Ngnambi 

Christianity is discussed by many European populists to gain 

votes, whether they themselves believe in the God of Chris-

tianity or not. The goal is to offer voters protection against 

neo-liberalism, and to make a clear dividing line between the 

Christian values of Europe and Muslim values. Should Chris-

tians care that their faith is used to divide in this way and what 

should they make of it? 

Matteo Salvini is a social media champion. Following the re-

cent European Elections, where his party came first in Italy, 

Salvini updated his Facebook profile with “Greetings from 

Warsaw, friends!,” “the ‘common sense’ revolution is coming 

back to Europe.” 

Salvini’s European campaign began in January 2019. On 

9 January, he paid an official visit as Italian Home Secretary 

(he is also the Deputy Prime Minister) to meet Law and Jus-

tice Party (PiS) leaders in Poland. PiS is a clerical conservative 

party, which is famously anti-EU and is currently in power. PiS 

proposes and highlights another “project” and “energy” for 

Europe to counterbalance what PiS’ leader Jarosław Kaczyński 
calls “a Europe of bureaucrats,” ruled from Brussels. In the 
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western European media, Law and Justice Party is often con-

sidered populist and has worked in recent years to rally various 

Central European governments against European Commission 

policies in the name of sovereignist principles and to defend the 

peoples of Europe against the EU.

Mastering the language and logic of social networks, Sal-

vini sent “Greetings from Warsaw” to arouse curiosity and 

press interest. He knew that this meeting was both unusual 

and significant. With the European elections ahead, the possi-

bility of joint plans raised great interest. Salvini’s team ensured 

that the 15 minute press conference alongside Polish Minis-

ter of Interior Joachim Brudziński—with no press questions 

allowed—would be broadcast live on Salvini’s personal Face-

book account. 

In a video viewed over 140,000 times in five months, 

which is impressive for an official press conference, Salvini 

outlined a joint vision for Europe. He stressed the “common 

foundations” and areas of “fundamental” agreement on which 

Italy and Poland would base their relations. In so doing, he em-

phatically called to memory “a great Pole and a great Italian, 

Pope John Paul II (1920-2005): he spoke of a Europe that must 

claim its identity, its diversity, its Judaeo-Christian origins, that 

only in Brussels they have the madness to deny.”46 

Whether John Paul II ever pronounced or wrote these 

words remains unclear. What is clear, however, is that this was 

not the first time the Polish pope’s words (real or purported) 

appeared from Salvini’s pen or in his speeches. 

Salvini is not the only populist leader to invoke Christi-

anity. In one sentence, this prominent populist leader showed 

us—along with hundreds of thousands of other people—the 

importance (and polemic character) of the religious dimension 



74

I S  G O D  A  P O P U L I S T ?

in populism’s political and discursive strategies. For obvious 

reasons, Italy’s collective culture and Italian identity have been 

somewhat shaped by Catholicism, so it is not uncommon for 

an Italian leader to refer to both national traditions and the 

late Pope John Paul II in the same breath.

Yet, in this case, it is cause for both interest and concern. 

Interest, because this move demonstrates that alternative 

models of European integration are emerging, which call into 

question the cultural and religious dimensions of the Europe-

an project. This model of European integration does not only 

imply discussions about what kind of society we all want to 

live in and build together in the future; it also implies discus-

sions about the relevance of the cultural and religious heritage 

of Europe and how it can illuminate today’s challenges—be-

yond merely stating that this heritage exists. But on the other 

hand, Salvini’s approach is also cause for concern. Commenta-

tors and journalists opposed to populism see a threat in these 

repeated appeals to Christianity. This has even caused alarm 

amongst some commentators, who, however (in)correctly, re-

duce any mention of Christianity or support for the Christian 

faith in political speech to certain ultra-conservative Catholic 

values. As such, some took Salvini’s speech to imply attacks 

on diversity, the right to a private life for LGBTI persons, or 

women’s rights.47 By falling into the trap of putting words into 

populist leaders’ mouths rather than using their actual words, 

however, they may risk missing the complexity of such appeals 

to Christianity entirely.

CHRIST IANIT Y AS THE ‘TRELL IS ’  SUPPORTING THE GROWTH OF POPULISM

As we saw in the previous chapter, populism is a thin ideology, 

which fails to offer a comprehensive way to interpret world 
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affairs. It needs the support of more substantial political val-

ue-and-belief systems. Just as vines need trellises in a garden, 

populists regularly invoke reference to Christianity together 

with their own ideology to add legitimacy by creating a sense 

of tradition and shared identity, as a support and fuel.

Populism is above all a specific type of narrative pro-

duced to provide meaning around a collective experience and 

identity that appeals to people’s basic needs for community, 

security and self-realisation. As a consequence, references to 

Christianity, whether in words or through imagery, seem in-

strumental in mobilising people emotionally and intellectual-

ly. Indeed, people’s relationship with religion or the sacred is 

complex and multi-layered: whether or not it involves actual 

belief or adherence, it has spiritual, but also emotional and 

material dimensions. Our relationship to religion and the sa-

cred shapes how we think about our history and our identity, 

personal or collective. 

Illustrations of such political appeal to Christianity occur 

not only in Europe but in many places in the world, notably 

in Latin America, which has had its share of populist leaders, 

from both the left and from the right. In Venezuela, left-wing 

populist leader Hugo Chávez (1954-2013) made a memora-

bly rousing speech in the Venezuelan Parliament on January 

2010—that his policies were highly consistent with the mission 

of “the true” Jesus Christ: 

the great Christ, the man and hope of mankind … Christ the 

Revolutionary, not the Christ of the Bourgeoisie … the true 

Christ, the only Christ, the Revolutionary Redeemer, the 

Christ of the peoples! The Christ of the poor—there is no 

other! … Long live Christ the Redeemer! Long live Marx! 
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Chávez, who was a practising Catholic and identified his party 

and the Venezuelan people as “lovers of Christ,” was opposed 

among others to “sadist, rapist” bourgeois bishops in the 

country—as part of the elite the country should drive out—, 

who had to be “exorcised.”48

Chávez might be one of the only prominent left-wing pop-

ulists to have argued so explicitly that his Marxist reforms were 

part of a “profoundly Christian revolution.” His ability to rec-

oncile Christianity with Marxism radically differed from the 

Marxist approaches taken in China, Vietnam or, closer, Cuba. 

In Europe, left-wing populist parties have tended to adopt more 

secular rhetoric and principles. They may approach religion cau-

tiously but they are not silent. In the Netherlands, the Social-

ist Party (SP, a sovereignist, populist party, further left than the 

left-of-centre Dutch Labour Party) seeks a non-confrontational 

approach to Christianity. It argues that “Christian politics” has 

“much to offer” by way of building a “successful and humane 

society.” One of its members refers to New Testament stories 

of the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son to argue that the 

state should have a cohesive role (bringing people together) and 

a protective role in society, and that “the organising of solidarity 

fits with Christian thinking.” 49 At the European Union level, 

the party has supported the EU’s international role in promoting 

freedom of conscience and fighting against intolerance, discrimi-

nation and violence against people due to their religion or belief, 

including persecution against Christians.50 

La France insoumise (Insubordinate France), a party cre-

ated in 2016, is emblematic of successful left-wing populism 

and recorded impressive success in the Presidential (20% of 

the votes in the first round)51 and General Elections (creating 

the sixth biggest group in Parliament)52 in 2017. In a country 
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where state secularism is an important constitutional and cul-

tural principle, the party is led by Jean-Luc Mélenchon. A no-

toriously atheist, materialist and non-practising freemason, he 

denies that (the French) national identity is based on an “eth-

nic, cultural or religious covenant.”53 Mélenchon, who was 

raised Catholic and served as an altar boy, has regularly voiced 

his respect for Christianity’s contribution to the rise of science 

and reason.54 Following the April 2019 fire at Notre-Dame that 

touched the nation’s hearts, with manifest sadness, he publicly 

expressed his “love” for the Parisian cathedral, which he called 

a “member of our family, all of us,” claiming to be “bereaved” 

by the disaster. He praised the contribution of the cathedral 

to the advancement of knowledge, to the emergence of the 

right of church asylum in France, advancing knowledge, cul-

ture, imagination, literature and creativity, and creating unity 

amongst people irrespective of their faith. A talented speaker, 

Mélenchon’s words were widely reported in the press and on 

social networks—where he usually enjoys significant success. 

All of this happened within the context of a recent feud with-

in the party, where some party strategists insisted on connect-

ing more with the religious feelings of the French in order to 

advance the party’s platform. The feud resulted in Mélenchon 

affirming the secular stance of his party in opposition to these 

strategists, but this speech showed that he obviously under-

stood the advantage of populist connection with the religious 

identity of the French electorate. When the European election 

campaign resumed a few days after the fire, polls registered 

a surge in La France insoumise’s popularity compared to the 

other parties (5 points).55

Left-wing populism can grow on a Christian trellis. But 

when it comes to Europe, the advantage created by using 
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Christian references in party discourse undoubtedly belongs to 

right-wing populism. Unlike its left-wing counterpart, which 

is closer to socialism, right-wing populism is often associated 

with nativism or related ideologies, which hold the idea that 

homogeneity among the people is necessary for social cohesion 

within each country. In its strict form, nativists claim that states 

should mainly or exclusively be inhabited by, or pursue the in-

terests of, those who belong to a certain social group. Those 

who do not belong to this group are seen as fundamentally 

foreign and a threat to the country’s national traditions and 

identity. On the far or extreme right, populist rhetoric around 

the people is understood in the ethnic sense of the term, as 

everyone in their own home. But depending on each party’s 

characteristics and purposes, the categories used to divide 

people into us or them vary. Whereas some extremist right-

wing parties divide on ethnic grounds, others use religious, 

linguistic or other differentiating features. The Belgian Vlaams 

Belang (Flemish Interest), for example, formerly known as 

Vlaams Blok, a Flemish nationalist party, uses a mixture of di-

viding features. These range from language—fighting against 

the use of French in Flanders and, more recently, of Arabic 

script in certain store fronts—to establishing a common Flem-

ish identity which includes Christianity.

It is perfectly conceivable that certain ideas about Christi-

anity—even theological ideas—may strengthen some populist 

arguments, even if they are not populist ideas per se. The theme 

of Europe’s Christian origins, roots or heritage, in particular, 

is a recurring theme that emerged between 2004–2009 during 

Europe-wide discussions on the Preamble of the draft Consti-

tution for Europe, which later became the Lisbon Treaty. This 

debate over whether or not to include mention of Europe’s 
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Christian roots revealed a great divide of public opinion across 

and within political and philosophical ideologies, certainly not 

only the far right. Undoubtedly Europe has Christian roots 

in the same way as it has Greco-Roman roots. However, by 

discussing this, other questions arise concerning the effects of 

these roots today, including Christianity’s relevance to public 

policy as a European common denominator. 

T W O  V I E W S  O F  C H R I S T I A N I T Y  I N  P O P U L I S T  D I S C O U R S E

I have mainly observed two ways in which populist discourse 

appropriates Christian roots. These are interrelated and not 

mutually exclusive; they can sometimes be found side-by-side 

in the same speeches. Considering them separately allows im-

portant distinctions to be made.

1  Christianity as a protective identity of refuge: against 
the weakening of state welfare (socio-economic identity)
Firstly, some populists discuss Christianity as a carrier of sta-

ble values, landmarks and principles in a threatening, insecure 

and changing world. In this paradigm, Christianity is a way of 

affirming national heritage—as a stable constant throughout 

centuries of European history. Part of that history led to devel-

oping countries with strong welfare states, to which Europeans 

are very attached. But the transformations in the labour mar-

ket over the last fifty years have generated a systemic precari-

ousness of employment and social benefits. 

Alongside the sovereign functions of the State (such as se-

curity, law-making, justice and order), the notion of the wel-

fare state has generally come to be seen as an essential feature 

of state responsibility as understood today in all Western and 

capitalist countries, especially in Europe. Average social spend-

P O P U L I S T S ,  C H R I S T I A N S  A N D  C H R I S T I A N I T Y — A  B I R D ’ S — E Y E  V I E W



80

I S  G O D  A  P O P U L I S T ?

ing within OECD countries approximates 22% of the wealth 

they produce, measured in Gross Domestic Product (GDP). In 

Europe, 2016 figures varied from 15% of GDP in Latvia to a 

whopping 31.5% of GDP in France, on average two-thirds of 

which is spent on pension and health.56 As philosopher Peter 

Sloterdijk explains, in Europe, we live in a culture of “structur-

al, latent social democracy,” “which is more or less irreversibly 

built [into the] very definitions, functions, and procedures of 

[modern states].”57

The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union un-

derlines the consensus that states should commit to employ-

ment, improved living and working conditions, proper social 

protection and the combating of exclusion as central elements 

of social policy. The Treaty also underlines that harmonisation 

of social policy should be made possible between EU countries 

(Art. 151 TFEU). Within the European Union however, social 

policy remains one of the areas least determined by European 

legislation. The respective governments of the Member States 

retain considerable control over social policy. This flexibility 

also means that political campaigners at the national level, in 

particular populist ones, have good reason to make social pol-

icy a major issue and advocate bold reforms in one way or an-

other, thereby giving the impression that populist parties have 

the potential to significantly change social welfare. 

One reason this strategy works well is because of the im-

pact of few meaningful jobs and plentiful junk jobs on job 

satisfaction and psychological wellbeing. In today’s economy, 

the stable, higher-pay employment opportunities are more de-

manding, attractive, mobile and often transnational. Less-qual-

ified junk jobs (both part-time and full-time) abound, but offer 

workers few prospects for their future and little financial se-
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curity. With the expansion of artificial intelligence, advanced 

automation and other technologies, the fear is that unskilled 

and semi-skilled professions—and eventually highly-skilled 

ones—will become automated, creating even more job uncer-

tainty and less rewarding work and future income.58

The bright promise of welfare, access and opportunity for 

all in the years following the Second World War has been tar-

nished by uncertainty and pessimism about what tomorrow 

holds. Industrial welfare capitalism has morphed into today’s 

post-industrial, highly individualised capitalism.59 Parties on 

both the left and right have converged towards a liberal con-

sensus, which allowed dissatisfied actors from the right and 

left to mobilise against it. This also explains some of the simi-

larities between right-wing and left-wing populism. The right 

wing’s embrace of social welfare issues, for example, can be 

partially explained by this socio-economic convergence.60

Europeans and the citizens of other developed countries 

are also less resilient, as shown by worrying social-cohesion 

indicators published by the Organisation for Economic Co-op-

eration and Development (OECD). As of 2016, for example, 

an average 10-15% of individuals living in OECD countries 

reported having not even one relative or friend to count on 

in case of need. More generally, as social scientists have wide-

ly established, social alienation, isolation and atomisation are 

in fact a prominent feature of our advanced modernity.61 In-

deed this massive phenomenon of relational decrepitude not 

only touches socially marginalised populations, but society at 

large.62 This perceived or real loneliness aggravates the nega-

tive consequences of socio-economic transformation and not 

only has socio-cultural and psychological repercussions, but 

also political consequences. From his early socialist perspec-
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tive, Karl Marx foresaw social alienation as a growing inherent 

ill of industrial capitalism, which would eventually lead the 

masses to revolt—in his hopes, as part of a Communist revolu-

tion. In her Origins of Totalitarianism (1973), Hannah Arendt, 

despite her faith in the goodness of liberal constitutions, fa-

mously analysed social atomisation as a precondition for the 

success of totalitarian propaganda. 

The large-scale socio-economic and socio-cultural changes 

of the last five decades are driving people to seek either more 

autonomy (which may attract some towards more libertarian 

political agendas) or more authority (which may lead others to 

espouse political formations fostering an authoritarian agenda). 

Whether they emanate from the traditional left or the tradition-

al right, the success of populist movements, it seems, lies in that 

they are able to develop discourses and proposals that on the 

surface can satisfy both of these apparently contradictory aspi-

rations: more individual freedom and more political authority.

Despite being effective at fighting poverty, welfare models 

have shown signs of systemic weakness. Long-term unemploy-

ment and early retirement in Europe, for example, indicate that 

welfare systems have at times worked against access and new 

opportunities by increasing people’s dependence on the state. 

Europe’s populations have counted more on the state’s redistri-

bution mechanisms as support, rather than their own families, 

communities and social-profit organisations, in order to bounce 

back from life’s unexpected setbacks.63 The relational decrepi-

tude generated by the socio-economic and socio-cultural trans-

formations of advanced modernity, and the uncertainty about 

the future which affects Europeans’ psychological wellbeing, 

constitute a fertile ground for increasingly radical demands 

for both more individual freedom and more state authority. 
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Indeed, to many European citizens today, it is official: the wel-

fare state and our social models are crumbling. And it’s scary.

Faced with these profound upheavals, anchoring the secu-

lar identity of Europe to the Christian narrative is like a rock 

in a storm, a shelter, an existential refuge, and a collective emo-

tional support. This attachment to Christianity as a protective 

identity is better understood if we consider that a high percent-

age of the European population, whether practising Christians 

or not, hold positive views of churches and religious organisa-

tions, claiming among others that they “protect and strength-

en morality in society,” “bring people together and strengthen 

community bonds,” and “play an important role in helping the 

poor and needy.”64 

Based on this, it is easy to use Christianity as a basis for 

an alternative socio-economic identity in order to forge collec-

tive identity on a different basis from the neo-liberalism which 

populists claim to be advocated by the global elites, including 

the EU. This is why Matteo Salvini’s reference to John Paul 

II during his Warsaw visit had such appeal and why he has 

placed “Judeo-Christian origins” at the heart of the alterna-

tive European project he advocates for. He wanted to draw a 

connection between Christianity, socio-economic security and 

identity, and populist sovereignism (even by recuperating the 

concept of a Europe of the nations, which John Paul II had 

discussed during his life).

Similarly, even if they do not agree on the extent of the 

state’s role or on taxation, right-wing and left-wing populists 

manage to agree upon and publicly express the importance of 

faith communities for social cohesion. This is an interesting 

fact. It is not every day that the left-wing Dutch Socialist Party 

can agree with the right-wing Hungarian Fidesz Party, which 
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stated: “in addition to engaging in religious activities, the 

churches and Christian organisations make up an integral part 

of our national culture. They are indispensable actors of soli-

darity and we should work with them! They maintain a num-

ber of welfare, educational, healthcare and social institutions. 

They have a valuable contribution to make and, not only can 

they contribute in terms of policies, they are instrumental to 

greater social cohesion and relationships. They perform tasks 

in parallel with the state…”65

2  Christianity as an active identity of defence against 
Islam (cultural identity)
Political scientist Eric Kaufmann puts it well: 

Muslims are not only culturally different to Europe’s white 

majorities, but – because our brains are drawn to vivid 

images rather than representative data – evoke panic about 

terrorism and threats to liberty.66 

The growth of a visible trend in popular opinion of Christi-

anity versus Islam began in the late 2000s, when it appeared 

that Europeans were increasingly convinced that a slow wave 

of Islamisation could engulf Europe in the future. The fear was 

that, as a result of immigration and natural demography, the 

value systems of Islamic civilisation would eventually replace 

and overthrow Western European culture, largely shaped by 

Christianity. Accordingly, the ethnic mix in Europe would be-

come more and more Arab and/or Turkish, thus changing the 

face of Europe forever. Somewhat understandably, this fear has 

been more acute in those parts of Europe that have experienced 

what they remember as the oppressive reign of Islam over cen-
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turies in Iberia or, even more so, in parts of Central and East-

ern Europe. This trend in public opinion directly questions the 

legitimacy of millions of people living in Europe today to call 

themselves European, and as such this dimension is an espe-

cially important one.

During the Freedom Party of Austria’s (FPÖ) 2009 Euro-

pean election campaign, European candidate Heinz-Christian 

Strache staged political rallies in Vienna (a city that famously 

resisted a major Ottoman assault and siege in 1683) wielding 

a large crucifix in his left hand as a symbol of resistance and 

exorcism in the face of an alleged Islamisation of his country. 

Holding the crucifix is a symbol of blessing used during Catho-

lic masses, but the priest should always hold the crucifix in his 

right hand… Strache was mocked for his faux pas at the time 

by leading Austrian Catholics.67

More recently, following the influx of people from conflict 

areas in Iraq and Syria as well as from overcrowded refugee 

camps in the Middle East, Europe was confronted in the sum-

mer and autumn of 2015 with the challenge of how to deal 

with this situation. During a tense phase in the reception of 

refugees and other migrants in the spring of 2016, Hungarian 

Prime Minister Viktor Orbán delivered a speech expressing his 

opposition to the arrival of these people on Hungarian terri-

tory. Websites that relay popular ideas among right-wing pop-

ulist circles have kept an archive of an English translation of 

Orbán’s speech.68 Fighting against the “silken muzzle,” which 

he argues prevents Europeans from “speaking the truth,” Or-

bán asserted that: “the masses arriving from other civilizations 

endanger our way of life, our culture, our customs and our 

Christian traditions.” He added: “those who arrived earlier 

have already built up their own new, separate world for them-
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selves, with its own laws and ideals, which is forcing apart the 

thousand-year-old structure of Europe.”

Santiago Abascal, leader of the Spanish right-wing popu-

list party VOX, arguably expresses this perspective on Christi-

anity, Islam and Europe the most explicitly: 

Our identity and that of the whole of Europe is Christian 

and that must be preserved because our values are superior 

and dignify man. I do not want the Islamisation of Europe 

because it goes against who we are, against the best of us. 

The separation between Church and state is clearly a Chris-

tian principle. Islam is a political ideology that seeks the 

conquest of the state.69

In reality, it should be stressed that Islam, like Christianity, is 

not a monolith—it has over 400 groups belonging to many dif-

ferent branches70— , and that alarmist demographic projections 

that generate fear are often statistically unfounded.71 Abascal’s 

discourse also ignores the fact that even individuals within the 

same families may each understand and relate to their local 

cultures, communities, multiple identities and religions dif-

ferently. This means that there is often a huge gap between 

the populists’ sweeping generalisations and the reality on the 

ground. People’s dignity can never be defined by and limited to 

one aspect of who they are.

Pitting Christianity against Islam, or more precisely, view-

ing Islam as a threat to Christianity, is a vast and complex sub-

ject, which unfortunately there is no space to discuss here. Suf-

fice to say that, specifically in the political rhetoric of populist 

leaders, this way of approaching Christianity is a veiled way of 

discussing migration policy by using another more mobilising, 
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non-political language aimed at cultural identity. In the popu-

list narrative, influenced by nativist ideology, the immigration 

of people from countries with a predominantly Muslim culture 

or faith must also be seen as the incursion of an incompatible 

civilisation if Christianity is accepted as Europe’s common de-

nominator. Therefore, it is deemed ultimately impossible for 

these people to be integrated into European societies. Basically, 

Christianity is used in this way because convincing people that 

they are threatened is a really powerful means of undermining 

cohesiveness in society. 

This argument can be brought into different policy spheres, 

including welfare discussions. By arguing that Europe has a 

Christian identity which is incompatible with Islam, populists 

seek to highlight a political problem that they will work to cor-

rect. This allows them to exploit social chauvinism by amplify-

ing popular fears of deceitful people in society unduly benefit-

ting from advantages that they, the nationals pay for and that 

their country should first and foremost offer to the nationals. 

Throughout history such social scapegoats have tended to be mi-

norities that are too small to defend themselves. More recently, 

in response to the European reception and asylum crisis, refugees 

have become categories of repulsion and blame in populist dis-

course. The refugee, or the Muslim, is now framed as the profi-

teer, who benefits from national solidarity without reciprocating 

accountability or attachment to their host nation and its people.

From a strategic point of view, it could actually be reward-

ing to exploit religious issues for political gain. A recent Pew 

Forum study has shown that the higher the prospects (or fears) 

of a growing Muslim population there are in a country, the 

more likely it is, statistically, that a higher percentage will vote 

for right-wing populist parties.72 Of course, this is only one of 
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many factors that may influence how people cast their votes. 

But the fact remains that a fear of Islamisation increases support 

for right-wing populist parties, who therefore have an interest 

in keeping this fear alive. This may come as a surprise in 21st 

century Europe, whose secularisation is thought to be so ad-

vanced, and its people, free from religion—whatever that means. 

Populists define Christianity as somehow being the op-

posite of Islam, but do little to define what they understand 

to be the core content of the Christian message or the pillars 

of Christian culture, to which Islam is compared. Their ar-

guments could easily be informed by the many contributors, 

online and offline, who focus on explaining the differences, 

including theological incompatibilities between the two re-

ligions. Many choose to do so from an essentially political, 

ideological standpoint.73 A number of prominent Christian 

thinkers do so differently, from an apologetic perspective, 

aiming to defend Christianity on the argumentative and the-

ological level. But among these committed Christians, I have 

found little if any political message of rejection of Muslims 

as people. Indeed, although these Christian apologists may 

occasionally discuss and compare the public policy implica-

tions of the Christian faith or Islam, they do so in a spirit 

of enhancing understanding and engaging in robust dialogue, 

even if it means radically disagreeing, and it is rare that they 

venture into sociological or political analyses of migration, 

international relations or social policy.

C O N C L U S I O N :  W H Y  C H R I S T I A N S  S H O U L D  L I S T E N  C R I T I C A L LY 

T O  W H AT  P O P U L I S T S  S AY  A B O U T  T H E I R  F A I T H .

As shown in the previous chapter, political populism plays a 

role as a revealer of our societies’ existential problems as pop-
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ulists tap into people’s real concerns. In the form of alterna-

tive political movements, populism offers a narrative aimed at 

providing meaning to such phenomena as institutional distrust, 

democratic deficit and a general sense of loss. 

In responding to the impression of loss, populists cultivate 

saudade. As Portuguese linguist Carolina de Michaëlis put it 

classically, saudade “is the remembrance of having benefited 

from something in times past, which is not returning; the grief 

of not benefiting in the present, or of enjoying only in remem-

brance; and the desire and hope to return to the old state of 

happiness in the future.”74 Whether or not the good old times 

really were that good is not addressed. 

So, a question to today’s Christians is whether Christian-

ity can offer something better than saudade? Today’s vibrant 

Christian communities are a sign that Christianity and its mes-

sage continue to live in the hearts and minds of hundreds of 

millions of people worldwide. For these Christians, Christiani-

ty is not merely associated with feelings of sweet remembrance, 

grief of happiness lost and a desire to return to the old state of 

things. Therefore, considering that they base their identity nei-

ther upon who they are not, nor upon the power they have lost, 

surely it matters that Europe’s Christians, in order to avoid 

populist saudade hijacking, seek more pro-actively to commu-

nicate what the message of their faith is and what it entails for 

our life as a society. The Christian faith is conjugated in the 

present, and not the past tense.

Given the sulphurous connotations of the concept coupled 

with the lack of a common understanding of what populism 

actually is, it is unsurprising that most politicians who are ac-

cused of being populists rarely own that term. The previous 

chapter has shown that populism plays a role in revealing real 
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political sensitivities in the population. However, populism 

succeeds because it does not stop there. Populism provides 

meaning to people’s collective experience and feelings, as well 

as a call to action and a promise of resolution.

It cannot be stressed enough that identity is a central con-

cept in populism: populists want to encourage people to gather 

around fundamentals and shared values. Populist narratives re-

fer to Christianity or Judeo-Christian heritage as the glue that 

can fix the problem of unsettled identity and a general sense of 

loss. In the case of Matteo Salvini’s message, the loss is creat-

ed by Brussels and citizens are right to distrust the European 

Union’s policies. Within Salvini’s populist situation, Brussels 

denies the peoples of Europe both their Judeo-Christian origins 

and national identities and Salvini will restore them both. Oth-

er populists may use other ideological fixes, depending on the 

partisan orientation of the group. 

One of the problems, one can say, arises when populist po-

litical entrepreneurs or opinion leaders in public debate seek to 

come up with their interpretation of the nature of these shared 

fundamentals and values, especially with regards to their rela-

tionship to Christianity. Not everyone is qualified to offer seri-

ous interpretations of Christianity, especially not on behalf of a 

national community. It appears that the Christianity promoted 

by populist parties is essentially an identitarian Christianity—

religion emptied of faith and spirituality.

In fact, studies show that those who most strongly adhere 

to nativist, populist views are more intolerant of other faiths 

and their adherents. Conversely, active Christians are more 

aware than many other groups in society of the positive contri-

bution of faith in order to prevent break-down of relationships 

and decline in solidarity and social cohesion. 
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We also know that the fragmentation of social relations, our 

isolation and our fragility, linked to the weakness of the wel-

fare state, create a context conducive to revolt and the success 

of totalitarian propaganda. It follows that active Christians 

can contribute positively to the existential problems of our so-

ciety, by playing and redesigning the very role that populist 

discourses give them: Christianity as a community of faith that 

offers meaning, solidarity and civic-mindedness in the face of 

the fragility of society; Christianity that also knows how to live 

diversity without unnecessary confrontation and without sys-

tematically challenging the presence of certain people because 

of their ethnic or religious origin.

In the face of these realities, we must appreciate the mag-

nitude of the existential problems to which populists are trying 

to respond. These should not be neglected. And their impor-

tance is evidenced by the success of populism. Populists would 

not be successful if their narrative did not make sense to the 

masses of people who follow them, vote for them or use their 

arguments in their everyday beliefs and conversations. The 

next time you fear a difficult conversation about politics with 

family or friends, if you choose to avoid it, don’t do it just be-

cause these are sensitive topics with blind, bigoted or wayward 

people, or because it is impossible to agree on politics.

Of course, such conversations can ruin the atmosphere 

of your family parties, pub chats or bus rides for a time and 

should be held in a way that respects the right of everyone to 

hold different views. But it is precisely there, in these conver-

sations, uncomfortable as they may be, that our personal and 

collective understanding of what is happening in the world 

and in our society, as well as our deep beliefs and fears about 

the present and the future, resurface, develop and become 
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more refined over time. It is in the way we deal with these 

issues that we can recover the meaning of our core values and 

exercise democracy as we reason together about what our 

society should become.

This is precisely where Christians’ responsibility in soci-

ety applies. The progress of this populist other gospel must 

cause Christians alarm. For several years now, it seems that we 

have heard more about the Christian religion in public debates 

about politics and in the mouths of politicians and pundits 

than in public debates about faith issues! The way populists 

make use of Christianity cannot leave Christian citizens insen-

sitive or unresponsive.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

HI JACKED OR HOOKED? 
RELIGION IN POPULIST POLITICS IN GERMANY

Ulrich Schmiedel

For populists inside and outside of the German parliaments, 

Christianity is about belonging rather than believing. Yet iden-

tity politics are politics of exclusion that stifle democratic par-

ticipation. In order to escape the anti-pluralist populist pat-

tern, a starting point is to recognise Germany for what it is: a 

country whose citizens share multiple cultures and identities, 

all of which need to be included in political life. Theologically, 

such inclusion is both a challenge and an opportunity. 

The anonymous authors of Christianity in the AfD, a provoc-

ative pamphlet printed by a Christian publishing house, aim 

to analyse and assess the theological themes running through 

the political program of the populist party Alternative for Ger-

many (Alternative für Deutschland)—“with,” as their adver-

tisement announces, “surprising insights for some.”75 Turning 

page after page, the reader discovers that almost all of the pag-

es are blank. There are no theological themes in the program, 

so the authors had nothing to analyse or assess. Complaining 

that the cover of Christianity in the AfD makes it look like a 

party publication, the AfD considered taking the authors to 
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court. But with or without a court case, the plot had worked: 

the populists’ claim to Christianity had been exposed as empty. 

Populist politics is increasingly interpreted as a hijacking 

of religion.76 Although the populists continue to claim Chris-

tianity for their political purposes, so the interpretation goes, 

true Christianity is opposed to populism as much as populism 

is opposed to true Christianity. While I agree with this interpre-

tation, I have a hunch that it might let both the populists and 

their critics off the theological hook. I propose that a theology 

that dismisses the populist claim to Christianity without dis-

cussion runs the risk of confirming rather than criticising the 

patterns of populist politics. Hence, I put forward a response 

to the rise of populism in Germany that calls for conversations 

about the identity of Christianity. What is needed is a theology 

that retrieves the identity of Christianity in open and open-end-

ed conversations to which both Christians and non-Christians 

can contribute. These conversations are a hook that can return 

the populists and their critics to theology—with, hopefully, 

surprising insights for some.

T H E  H I J A C K E R S

Populism is a contested concept, but it needs to be defined and 

described in order to discuss it. In his seminal study, What 

Is Populism?, political theorist Jan-Werner Müller surveys 

the surge of populist politics today.77 He argues that popu-

lists pretend to speak for the people—“populism” is derived 

from the Latin populus, “people”—by pitting “the people” 

against “the elites” and “the elites” against “the people.” But 

while the populist appeal to the people appears democratic, 

it actually attacks democracy. As Müller argues: “Populists 

claim that they, and they alone, represent the people.”78 
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When politics is reduced to issues of identity, however, it in-

hibits democratic deliberation and discussion about different 

and diverse political positions: if you don’t belong to “the 

people” your political positions are illegitimate and if you 

do belong to “the people” your political positions are le-

gitimate. But in democracies, politics is about deliberation 

and discussion. Müller points to the patterns of populism. 

Whether you defend or despise humanitarian immigration 

policies—of course, populists almost always argue against 

them—is not enough to decide whether you are or aren’t a 

populist. How you argue for your position is pertinent: pop-

ulists dismiss opposing political positions by declaring them-

selves the one and only voice of the people.79 In Germany, 

these patterns of populism can be detected both outside and 

inside the parliaments.

Once PEGIDA stepped into the public square and onto 

the political scene, neither analysts nor activists could circum-

vent populism anymore. The letters PEGIDA stand for Pat-

riotische Europäer gegen die Islamisierung des Abendlandes, 

suggesting that the protesters identify themselves as patriots 

struggling against what they see as the Islamisation of Eu-

rope. What started as small and scattered protests in Dres-

den, the capital city of Saxony, Germany, soon had spin-offs 

across the country.80 During their protests—PEGIDA calls 

them “strolls (Spaziergänge)”—the slogan “We are the people 

(Wir sind das Volk)” is displayed like a shield: the people are 

mobilised and march against the non-people.81 Since the cul-

mination of their protests when more than ten thousand pick-

eters strolled through Dresden, the protests have been getting 

smaller and smaller.82 The populist protests have moved on, 

from the outside to the inside of parliaments across Germany. 
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As Lutz Bachmann, the founder of PEGIDA, announced in a 

speech he delivered during one of the strolls: PEGIDA wel-

comes and works with the AfD.83 

The AfD was set up as a party-political platform for those 

sceptical of the European Union, but the central concern shift-

ed more and more towards issues of identity. After a number 

of leadership changes (including one in which Bernd Lucke, 

the party’s founding father, left because of the extreme posi-

tions taken by the party leadership84), Germany’s identity is 

now at the core of the political program. The program seems 

successful. The AfD is represented in parliaments throughout 

Germany, including the Bundestag, the federal parliament in 

the capital city Berlin. Polls see its influence increasing rather 

than decreasing. Like PEGIDA, the “Program for Germany 

(Programm für Deutschland)” that the AfD published recent-

ly pits the people against the non-people in order to criticise 

the elites, claiming that the AfD is the one and only party that 

defends “the sovereignty of the people (Volkssouveränität)” 

against internal and external attacks.85 The AfD’s program is 

the perfect paradigm for the patterns of populism.

Both inside and outside of the parliaments, then, the pat-

terns of populism are prevalent in contemporary German pol-

itics. In populist politics, the people’s identity is interpreted 

in a way that allows the populists to draw a strict and stable 

distinction between the people and the non-people. In turn, 

the distinction enables and equips the populists to delegiti-

mise political opposition and any opposing public opinion. 

But who are “the people”? Who are “the non-people”? And 

how can one tell them apart?
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T H E  H I J A C K E D

Populists inside and outside of the parliaments claim ownership 

of Christianity for their political ends. PEGIDA protesters carry 

candles and crosses to characterize their protests as Christian.86 

Snapshots of one cross—large, lit up, and painted in the colours of 

the German flag—has been shared online and offline as a symbol 

for PEGIDA’s claim to Christianity. The “A” in PEGIDA stands 

for Abendland. The term is tricky to translate, but the contrast 

between Abendland and Morgenland, land of the evening and 

land of the morning, captures the concept of a clash between 

occident and orient. Crucially, this contrast is conceptualised 

through religion. Abendland is identified with what is Christian 

and Morgenland is identified with what is non-Christian.87 So 

for PEGIDA, there are Christian people suppressed by politi-

cians, on the one hand, and non-Christian non-people supported 

by politicians, on the other. “I feel impaired in the practice of my 

religion,” Bachmann insists in one of his speeches.88 PEGIDA’s 

Christianity is not defined by what it is but by what it is not—

namely, Islam. Citing statements by clergy, Bachmann, claims:89 

They come in order to occupy Europe. If Europe was incor-

porated into Dar al-Islam, we would have to let go of liberty 

and equality. […] In the Sharia, we can read that the whole 

world should be subjugated to Dar al-Islam. […] Muslims 

have to learn it by heart. […] They have to do what has been 

written down.

He continues: 

Whoever knows Islam understands well why the church 

should fear it. […] It is beyond doubt that Islam wants to 
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rule the world. Once the Muslims are the majority—regard-

less in which country on earth—they have the religious duty 

to rule this country. 

For Bachmann, all Muslims have the duty to kill “the kafir, the 

unbeliever, who is: you.” Religion is the identity marker that 

decides whether you are or aren’t part of the people. For popu-

lists, this decision is never neutral: non-people following inde-

cent un-Christian values don’t belong to Germany, while peo-

ple following decent Christian values do belong to Germany.

In the AfD’s Program for Germany, religion fulfils a strik-

ingly similar function. Christianity is identified and interpret-

ed as a core component of past and present German culture. 

The program refers to “Leitkultur,” the “leading culture” that 

should permeate the whole country.90 Such a Leitkultur is a 

weapon in the clash of cultures, the Kulturkampf between the 

non-Christian and the Christian, Morgenland and Abendland.91 

Islam—interpreted as a “doctrine of salvation (Heilslehre)”92—

comes up negatively rather than positively throughout the 

program, and much more often than Christianity. Islam is in 

conflict with the democratic order of Germany.93 It is a “car-

rier of cultural traditions… that cannot be integrated” into 

the country.94 It is waging a “war of culture (Kulturkrieg).”95 

Their political practice and political program alone, the AfD 

insists, adequately address the “confrontation by Islam.”96 Re-

ligion is inextricably interwoven with the patterns of populism.

For the populists inside and outside the German parlia-

ments, Christianity is about “belonging” rather than “believ-

ing.”97 It is not about faith in God. However, given that the 

Europe to which the populists would like to belong is based on 

nostalgia, a crooked construction cobbled together from bits 
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and bobs of the history of Christianity, populism is also about 

believing in belonging. Populists belong and believe in a Eu-

rope in which the values of dignity and decency, seen as started 

and sustained by Christian culture, contrast with the values 

of indignity and indecency, seen as started and sustained by 

non-Christian culture. The contrast is strict, strong and stable. 

The significance of Islam in European history is ignored. There 

would be no Christian Abendland without Islam and no Islam-

ic Morgenland without Christianity, given how much Chris-

tianity has learnt from Islam and how much Islam has learnt 

from Christianity throughout history. However, in populist 

politics religion is reduced to identity: in the case of Christi-

anity, the identity is positive, thus characterising “the people”; 

in the case of non-Christianity, the identity is negative, thus 

characterising “the non-people.”

In her comprehensive comparative study The Crisis of Mul-

ticulturalism in Europe, historian Rita Chin clarifies how such a 

reduction of religion leads to the construction of the essentialist 

and essentialising difference between Europeans and non-Euro-

peans which she describes as “new racism.”98 Comparing the 

use of religion in a variety of European countries, she points to 

debates about migration in the German parliament of the 1980s. 

Alfred Dregger, then chairman of the conservative cooperation 

of Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and Christian Social Un-

ion (CSU), addressed the parliament in a debate about migra-

tion, naming Islam as the issue at stake: 

The Turkish people were not shaped by Christianity, rather 

by Islam—another high culture, and I stress, high culture. 

[...] Even in its more secular form, the cultural impulses of 

Christian and Islamic high culture have a lasting effect on 
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our peoples. This contributes, in addition to a pronounced 

national pride of the Turks, to the fact that they are not 

assimilable. They want to remain what they are, namely 

Turks. And we should respect this.99

According to Chin, Dregger’s speech, regardless of whether it 

was or wasn’t populist, 

marked the very first moment that religion was used to 

define an entire national group within European political 

discourse. The fact that this shift first occurred in Germany 

is not especially surprising: Turks were the largest group of 

‘foreigners’ in the Federal Republic.100 

Chin concludes that the strategies of new racism,

carefully avoided the [...] biologically inflected notions 

of race […]. As political weapons, however, they served 

a similar set of functions, routinely characterising entire 

groups of immigrants as unfit for […] integration because 

of the intractability of their cultures.101 The reference to 

religion continues the reference to race without taking re-

course to blood and biology. The imprint of culture cannot 

be escaped. It is not people that have their religion, but 

religions that have their people.102

Religion, then, is not only integral to the patterns of populism in 

German politics. It is also dubious and dangerous because it allows 

populists to draw a distinction between people and non-people 

in a way that perceives and produces “the people” as a category 

that is not political but ethnocultural—which is to say, racist.
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T H E  H O O K E D

Christians across Germany have denounced populism as 

“un-Christian (unchristlich),” both in the pews and in the pul-

pits; again and again, churches have argued against populist po-

litical agendas. But the populists hold their position against it. 

In their “Declaration of Principle (Grundsatzerklärung),” the 

“Christians in the AfD (Christen in der AfD)” assert that the 

confession of the Christian faith is central to their political and 

public work.103 The “Declaration of Principle” indicates a num-

ber of issues that are intended to identify them as Christian, 

such as integration policies, family policies, and policies on Is-

rael. These policies are framed in an account of the significance 

of Christian culture for Europe past and present. The publica-

tion Confessions of Christians in the AfD collects personal ac-

counts of AfD participants and politicians.104 The populists turn 

the tables. Churches are criticised for their denial or disavowal 

of Christianity. They are “Amtskirchen,” hierarchical institu-

tions that have lost touch with individuals—which is to say, 

the people. As Bachmann puts it in one of his speeches during 

a PEGIDA stroll, pertaining to the story of Judas in the Bible: 

in contrast to the “fat princes of the church who […] have sold 

their faith […] for […] a few pieces of silver,” the populists are 

the ones who protect Christianity.105 Who, then, is Christian? 

Have the churches hijacked Christianity from the populists or 

have the populists hijacked Christianity from the churches? 

When populists argue that they—and only they—represent 

Christianity, they pit Christians against church leaders and 

church leaders against Christians. 

The critique of elites is central to populist politics. Howev-

er, reversing the populist claim to Christianity by pitting Chris-

tianity against populists and populists against Christianity runs 
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the risk of confirming rather than confronting the patterns of 

populism: this is Christian while that is non-Christian, and—

by definition—this and that cannot come together because 

these definitions draw a strict distinction between insiders 

and outsiders, the identity of Christianity and the alterity of 

Christianity. The idea is: let’s get rid of the populists, they are 

false or fake Christians, their theology has nothing to do with 

“true” Christianity. In such a theological response, Christians 

would criticise the populists’ essence of Christianity but con-

firm the populists’ essentialisation of Christianity. Of course, 

Christians can respond to populist politics by calling populists 

out on their claims to Christianity and their crude and con-

tentious concept(s) of Christianity.106 But how can a response 

to populism avoid the trap of entering into the populist pat-

terns itself? The identity of Christianity needs to be radically 

re-thought. Christianity is neither static nor stable. 

FROM H I JACKED TO HOOKED :  R E TH INK ING THE IDEN T I T Y OF CHR I S T IAN I T Y

Whether consciously or subconsciously, both Archbishop Re-

inhard Marx, representing German Catholicism, and Bishop 

Heinrich Bedford-Strohm, representing German Protestantism, 

offered a re-thinking of the identity of Christianity in response to 

the so-called cross campaign in Bavaria.107 When Bavaria’s Head 

of State, Markus Söder, announced a decree, whereby the symbol 

of the cross ought to be displayed in the entrances of all offices of 

the state “as a visible confession to the fundamental values of the 

legal and social order of Bavaria,”108 he tapped into the patterns 

of populist politics. By declaring and decreeing Christianity to 

be the cultural core of Bavaria’s identity, the Christian was mar-

shalled against the non-Christian, shutting Islam out. Populism 

can be found in the political mainstream as well as the political 
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margins. Although they criticised Söder’s understanding of Chris-

tianity, the church leaders did not respond by simply and solely 

declaring the cross campaign “un-Christian,” but struck a bal-

ance between theologies of believing and theologies of belonging. 

According to Marx, the state’s attempt to conquer the cross was 

at the core of the controversy. “The state cannot define the sign of 

the cross.”109 The symbol is defined neither by the state (against 

the church) nor by the church (against the state) but depends on 

the “witness of Christians,” their beliefs and their behaviours.110 

Against Söder’s interpretation of the cross as a sign of culture, 

the Archbishop insisted that the content of the central symbol of 

Christianity cannot be defined or re-defined at will. Since “one 

cannot have the cross without the man who was hung on it,” the 

cross is always already more than culture.111 “Hanging up a cross 

means: I want to orient my life towards the one who died for the 

world at the cross.”112 In accordance with the Archbishop, Bed-

ford-Strohm maintained that the state cannot make clear what 

the cross should or should not signify. Christianity speaks for the 

cross as much as the cross speaks for Christianity. He insisted 

that “the cross cannot be reduced to a sign for the successful 

provision of a home (Heimat).”113 Instead, it is “at least as much 

the sign of a thought-provoking challenge of all the values of the 

world.”114 Both Archbishop and Bishop, then, pointed to the pro-

vocative potential of the cross as a symbol. Yet since the provo-

cation of the cross has to be communicated under pluralised and 

pluralising conditions, it requires a conversation about the cul-

tures of the country to which both Christians and non-Christians 

ought to be allowed to contribute. The plurality of religious and 

non-religious worldviews has to find its place in the public square.

What is remarkable about the response is that it is not pitting 

“this” Christianity against “that” Christianity, but rather it re-
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turns to theology. The identity of Christianity is retrieved as a 

theological project rather than a theological possession. Christi-

anity is interpreted as a practice. In the practical project of Chris-

tianity, belonging is not simply illegitimate and believing is not 

simply legitimate. Identity, then, can be retrieved, but in order to 

escape the anti-pluralist populist pattern, it needs to be retrieved 

pluralistically, in a way that opens identity up to the other. 

Here, the church leaders’ response to populist politics inside 

and outside of the parliaments could be pushed even further. 

What keeps Christians from calling for both crosses and cres-

cents in the public sphere? Imagine the discussions that crosses 

and crescents decorating the entrances of public offices could pro-

voke.115 People with different views about the Christian and the 

non-Christian could be enticed and encouraged to talk to each 

other. One must not be naïve about what social scientists call the 

contact hypothesis, whereby face-to-face contact between differ-

ent and diverse people fosters mutual recognition and facilitates 

mutual respect.116 On the ground, contact is much more compli-

cated and much more controversial. Nonetheless, provoking and 

preserving conversations about Germany’s cultures could be a 

crucial contribution of religions such as Christianity in response 

to the rise of populism. For Christians, what is needed is a theolo-

gy that retrieves Christianity’s identity in an open and open-end-

ed way so that identity can become and be the theological hook 

for conversations across religious and non-religious contrasts.

The publication Christians in the AfD invites, perhaps inad-

vertently, such a re-thinking of identity: “If you are able to name 

Christian standpoints in the AfD, please let us know” the anon-

ymous authors write towards the end.117 This opens up a conver-

sation about Christianity. Who is to say that only Christians are 

allowed to contribute?  
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C H A P T E R  S I X

POPUL ISM AS EXISTENT IAL ISM: 
THE SWEDEN DEMOCRATS AND THE LONGING 

FOR CONNECT ION

Joel Halldorf

Voters with a secularised Christian identity respond well to the 

populists’ message. Populist movements address a deep human 

longing for something that neither individualism nor the anon-

ymous, unified state can provide: the longing for fellowship 

and belonging.

“I have committed myself to change society, and I have not 

done it yet”118. Jimmie Åkesson is the leader of the Sweden’s 

largest radical right-wing movement, the Sweden Democrats, 

which today is the country’s third largest party. Their logo of 

a blue and yellow flower makes it look as if they belong to a 

hippie peace rally; their messages do not share this love. As 

Åkesson has made clear, the party’s love has boundaries: “Stay 

away, refugees, Sweden is full.”119 

Although these self-proclaimed democrats and national-

ists often and willingly talk about the importance of Christi-

anity for the Swedish nation, they have strikingly little sup-

port amongst voters who regularly attend church services. 

One of the reasons is that people in this group are generally 

more open towards diversity and immigration. Criticising im-
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migration may be an essential part of the Sweden Democrats’ 

policies, but it does not provide a complete answer as to why 

so many Swedes vote for the party. Indeed, voters seem to be 

drawn to the party based on socio-economic factors, but also 

their ability to address existential topics more clearly than 

any other party. The Sweden democrats capture the anxiety 

and rootlessness in late modern societies—the longing for a 

place, a home and a community. But the answer the party of-

fers is insufficient: a nation cannot truly fulfil a human’s basic 

need for community and meaning. 

By highlighting the existential aspects of populism, I hope 

to make clear that these movements are not only driven by eco-

nomic issues or racism. They are also expressions of deeper long-

ings—an existential or a spiritual longing in the contemporary 

world. Populism is also a reaction to the secularisation of soci-

ety—the profound secularisation that leaves people stripped of 

their traditions, a spiritual horizon and close-knit communities.   

 

T H E  G R O W T H  A N D  B R E A K T H R O U G H  F O R  T H E  S W E D E N  D E M O C R A T S 

When the Sweden Democrats were established in 1988, several 

founders came from the neo-Nazi movement. The first party 

leader, Anders Klarström (born in 1965), was a former member 

of the Nazi party Nordiska rikspartiet. One of the party’s pio-

neers Gustaf Ekström, who at the time was 80 years old, was 

a proud member of the Waffen-SS during the Second World 

War. Because of these roots, the Sweden Democrats differ from 

other radical right-wing populist parties. Since the mid-1990s 

the party has worked actively and determinedly to get rid of its 

label as a racist and Nazi party. Today, the party presents itself 

as a social conservative, right-wing populist party. 
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Nationalism and building resistance to both immigration and 

the EU, based on a negative view of globalisation, are on the 

young party’s agenda. According to Åkesson, this was what 

prompted him to join the party in 1995. The party leader at 

that time, Mikael Jansson, had just begun the process of freeing 

the party from its reactionary roots to make it more acceptable. 

The party did not experience much growth during the 

1990’s. At that time, it faced competition from another pop-

ulist party called New Democracy that was founded in 1991 

and entered parliament that same year. In the 1998 general 

elections, the Sweden Democrats only received 0,4 per cent of 

the votes, and in 2002 only 1,4 per cent. 

In 2005, Jimmie Åkesson was elected as the party leader 

and efforts to normalise the party increased. The party de-

scribed itself as a “democratic, nationalistic party” inspired by 

the social democratic idea of the welfare state and national 

conservatism. In the 2006 election the party received twice as 

many votes as in the previous election, and ended up with 2,9 

per cent of the votes. 

The breakthrough came in the 2010 general elections when 

the Sweden Democrats received 5,7 per cent of the votes. As a 

consequence, they won their first ever seats in parliament. In 

parliament, however, they discovered that the other parties were 

not inclined to collaborate with them, and that the party became 

isolated. Partly due to this isolation, the Sweden Democrats con-

tinued to grow. In 2014, the party received 12,9 per cent of the 

votes, and in 2018 the Swedish Democrats became the third 

largest party, with support from 17,5 per cent of Swedes.  

Right now, the party is once again engaged in internal dis-

cussions about its identity. One key question is whether the 

party is defined by its roots in fascism and Nazism or by to-

day’s official populist and social conservative profile. Another 
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question surrounds the party’s voters and why they find it at-

tractive.120 Is it because the Sweden Democrats offer a mouth-

piece for the widespread racism and xenophobia that still exist 

within Swedish society? Or are there other reasons? 

T H E  P A R T Y  O F  W O R K E R S ,  T E A C H E R S  A N D  N U R S E S ? 

The Swedish Democrats’ voters tend to be sceptical towards 

what they consider to be extensive immigration, but studies 

show that they do not vote for the Sweden Democrats due 

to racism or xenophobia. Author Markus Uvell has analysed 

Sweden Democrats voter behaviour through opinion polls and 

focus groups. He identifies three voter types. 

The first type he calls the traditional worker. This person 

is a former Social Democratic party voter, who no longer feels 

represented by his old party. He feels abandoned by a left-wing 

that used to discuss the threats to their work and welfare, glo-

balisation and immigration, but that now chooses to discuss 

gender roles, LGBT rights and culture instead. Alienated and 

disappointed they decide to turn to the Sweden Democratic 

party. The second type is the disgruntled teacher, who believes 

that Sweden is afflicted with a growing chaos linked to immi-

gration and that affects behaviour in the classroom. The last 

type is the woman in the caring profession. She worries that 

immigration absorbs too much of the already scarce resources 

that should go to welfare.121

Immigration is a key issue for all three voter groups. It is 

seen as an issue that threatens employment, creates disorder 

and costs money. But Uvell’s point is that it is not racism or any 

ideas of white supremacy that brings people to the party, but 

a number of concrete problems that are often related to socio-

economic security. Those who vote for the Sweden Democrats 

see them as the only party that takes their concerns seriously. 
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Uvell also notes that the party’s voters in general are 

more conservative than the average voter. This is expressed 

in their embrace of so-called “traditional gender roles” and 

their scepticism towards any perceived social change. They 

also have a stronger attachment to the countryside than the 

average voter. Those who vote for the Sweden Democrats re-

mind us of the British voters, described by David Goodhart 

as “somewheres.”  In contrast to the mobile “anywheres,” 

somewheres “value stability, familiarity, and more parochial 

group and national attachments and generally do not thrive 

in education-driven economies.”122

T H E  S W E D E N  D E M O C R A T S  A N D  T H E  C H R I S T I A N  V O T E R S 

Regardless of how the ideology of the Sweden Democrats is 

labelled—fascist, xenophobic, populist or social conservative 

– the nation and national homogeneity are at the core. Their 

party program states that: 

Like large parts of the early European social conservative 

movement, the Sweden Democrats view nationalism as the 

single most important tool in the work with the acceptance 

of a common identity and the inner solidarity of society.  

Christianity is viewed as a tool in the work towards creating 

this homogenous nation. The Christian faith, and especially 

the Swedish Church are regarded as a part of this Swedish na-

tional identity: 

Sweden has been a Christian country for more than a 

thousand years. Christianity is intimately interwoven 

with the Swedish culture and identity. Christianity should 
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therefore, they explain, “have a unique position with re-

gard to other religions in Sweden.”123

Based on this, the Sweden Democrats could be assumed to 

appear particularly attractive to Christian voters. Clearly, 

the party has worked hard to market itself to Christian voter 

groups. Political scientist Magnus Hagevi has studied this voter 

category. He found that the Sweden Democrats have consist-

ently lower support among voters who regularly go to church 

than among ordinary voters—a lot lower, as a matter of fact. 

This is confirmed in a number of different studies. In a 

2014 poll by Linnæus University, 12 per cent of interviewees 

said they would vote for the Sweden Democrats, but among 

regular churchgoers only 3 per cent said they would vote for 

this party. In the more extensive 2014 VALU-study, the Swe-

den Democrats received only 4 per cent of their support from 

churchgoers, much lower than amongst the general electorate. 

This support grew slightly as the 2018 elections approached, 

but was still only half of the national average. Of all regular 

Swedish churchgoers, 9 per cent said that they voted for the 

Sweden Democrats, well under the national average of 19 per 

cent, so we can conclude that practising Christians are less like-

ly to vote for this party.124

Whilst some claim that, for example, those attending Evan-

gelical free churches tend to vote for the Christian Democrats, 

Hagevi shows that this explanation is somewhat simplistic. 

Analysing the values of this specific group, he notes that they 

have a different worldview compared to the average Swede: 

“individuals who are regular free church goers tend to have 

comparatively positive opinions towards refugees and towards 

Sweden as a multicultural society.”125
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Looking at the historical roots of Baptist and other free 

churches, and their struggle for freedom of religion or belief 

against state suppression, this is not surprising. This legacy 

compels free church goers to protect religious diversity, even 

to include people from other religious traditions—such as 

Muslims. As free church voters are more open to a multicul-

tural view of society compared to the average Swede, they 

also oppose bans or restrictions on religious buildings—such 

as mosques.      

During the refugee crisis in 2015, one could also see the 

strength of commitment to humanistic values in Swedish 

churches. The majority of free church congregations joined 

alongside the Swedish Church in welcoming refugees. They pro-

vided accommodation, organised language cafés and provided 

homework assistance. The biblical principle of welcoming the 

stranger and the refugee played an important role in motivating 

people to get involved. Notably, when the Christian Democrats 

decided to make their refugee policies more restrictive, they lost 

significant support among free church voters.126 

Hagevi notes that this openness is unique to Swedish Evangel-

ical church goers: 

It was people attending evangelical free churches who were 

the most supportive of refugees and of Sweden’s becoming 

a multicultural society. This result contradicts the results 

of similar studies in other countries, where evangelicals 

tend to be prejudiced towards ethnic minorities.127    

During the spring of 2018, a number of Islam-related issues 

were discussed in Swedish media, in particular the Muslim call 

P O P U L I S M  A S  E X I S T E N T I A L I S M :  T H E  S W E D E N  D E M O C R A T S  A N D  T H E  L O N G I N G  F O R  C O N N E C T I O N



115

to worship. In this debate, the centre-right Christian Demo-

crats joined with several other Christian debaters to argue that 

Muslim calls to worship should not be permitted. They put 

Sweden’s identity as a Christian country above freedom of re-

ligion or belief, based on a logic that people have a right to be 

spared from religious messages in the public space. The largest 

Christian newspaper, Dagen, argued on the other hand that 

Muslim calls to worship should be considered in the same way 

as any other public sound. The aftermath of this debate left 

increasing numbers of Christians with a sense of insecurity and 

a fear of Islam as a political and religious force. Politicians and 

the media were not seen as taking this perceived threat serious-

ly enough. If the only parties discussing controversial issues are 

populists, they may finally be able to sway more Christian vot-

ers. There is no data indicating this yet, but it is not an unlikely 

development. In order to head-off such an outcome, church 

leaders need to step up. Christians may, for example, need a 

theological processing of Islam or teachings on Islam from a 

Christian perspective within the church—this includes general 

education and constructive debate. 

A  S E C U L A R I S E D  C H R I S T I A N  I D E N T I T Y   

So why do parties like the Sweden Democrats talk such a 

lot about Christianity even if the data constantly shows that 

churchgoers are less likely than other groups to vote for them? 

The answer could be that the message is not for churchgo-

ers. Instead, it is a message intended to exploit xenophobia 

among conservative culturally Christian voters, who do not 

actually practice Christianity. Indeed, as the political right 

secularises in step with these voters, commitment to faith-

based principles decreases, but paradoxically the sense of loss 
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this generates raises the profile of religion in (re)forming a 

common national identity. 

To better understand this trend, we can look at the US, 

where the secularisation of the Christian Right is about to 

transform the American culture war. During the 2016 elec-

tions, large swathes of evangelical voters supported Donald 

Trump—but if we look more closely at the numbers, we dis-

cover that the evangelicals who actually go to church preferred 

Ted Cruz to Trump during the primaries. The difference in 

polling numbers is striking: Cruz was 15 per cent ahead of 

Trump among evangelical churchgoers, but 27 per cent behind 

among evangelicals who did not usually go to church.128 

Many have previously assumed that if only the US were 

secularised, the tense American culture war would gradually 

come to an end. However, Peter Beinart, editor of the newspa-

per The Atlantic, argues that the secularisation of the Christian 

Right—the fact that they stopped going to church while at the 

same time clinging to the label “Christian”—contributes to a 

tougher debate: “When conservatives withdraw from organ-

ised religion, they do not become more tolerant. They become 

intolerant in other ways.”  Research results indicate that while 

evangelicals who do not go to church may have a less nega-

tive attitude towards homosexuals, they have a more negative 

attitude towards African Americans, Latino Americans and 

Muslims. Trump’s ethno-nationalism is, in a way, made for 

non-practising Christians.129

Similar connections can be identified between radical right-

wing extremism and a secularised Christian identity. In far-right 

circles, Christianity is seen as “cultural heritage” and a kind of 

civilisation identity in need of protection from Islam and other 

enemies. Here, an extreme example can be found in the writ-
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ings of the Norwegian mass murderer Anders Behring Breivik. 

In his thousand-page-long manifesto he waxes lyrical on the role 

Christianity plays for Europe’s identity and describes Islam as 

the big threat. However, Breivik adds that he himself is not a 

Christian. He finds Jesus “pathetic,” as is “the weakness and 

internationalism the Church represents.”130 To Breivik, Chris-

tianity is cultural identity. The conclusion is that when Chris-

tian faith is reduced to an ideology, it often comes into conflict 

with the values expressed by both its founder and practitioners. 

Without any other comparisons, it can be noted that pol-

iticians and debaters from the Sweden Democrats also warn 

against Islam and multiculturalism, and praise Christiani-

ty without either going to church themselves, or attracting 

churchgoers. One of the party’s most prominent ideologues, 

Richard Jomshof, says, for example, that he detests Islam and 

he praises Jesus as a role model—but he is not himself a be-

liever or a practicing Christian.131 When asked if he believes 

in God, Jimmie Åkesson has answered: “Yes, if by God you 

mean a set of norms and values” as if the Christian God can be 

stripped of agency and reduced to a few moral principles.  

This pattern is also found among the Sweden Democrats’ 

voters; 83 per cent of the party’s voters agree with the asser-

tion that Sweden is a Christian country, and that “Christian-

ity is the norm.” This is much higher than the national aver-

age, which is 50 per cent. If you ask these same voters if they 

themselves believe in God only 22 per cent confirm that they 

do—which is below the average of 27 per cent. As a matter 

of fact, the Sweden Democrats’ voters are amongst the least 

Christian. Only the Left Party and Liberal Party voters believe 

less in God—respectively 13 and 20 per cent. Among those 

who clearly answer “no” when asked if they believe in God, 
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i.e. those who do not answer “I do not know,” the Sweden 

Democrats’ voters end up on top, with 58 per cent.132

Christian identity, but not Christian faith—this is how we 

can describe the religious profile of the Sweden Democrats. 

Just like in the US, it seems that when conservative voters are 

secularised, xenophobia grows, as does scepticism towards im-

migration and multiculturalism. The Sweden Democrats are an 

expression of Christianity going from faith to ideology, and 

from personal commitment to a collective identity. 

P O P U L I S M  I S  A N  E X I S T E N T I A L I S M 

Today, growing populism is a global phenomenon—but what 

are its sources? Two factors are often mentioned: scepticism 

towards immigration and financial dissatisfaction. But while 

scepticism towards immigration must be understood in a finan-

cial context, as Uvell has shown, financial explanations only 

get us so far. Many have pointed out that there is a risk that 

Brexit might result in less money in the wallet of those who 

were in favour of leaving the EU, but as David Goodhart has 

pointed out in his book The Road to Somewhere, such argu-

ments fail to address people’s real concerns. 

Populism is a reaction to the loss of bigger things, things 

which cannot be measured financially: safety, traditions, a 

home and a feeling of belonging. Financial insecurity makes 

it all the more acute. Growing cultural diversity increases the 

feeling of alienation that grows with an ever-larger financial di-

vide. It is especially important that this is acknowledged by the 

churches and religious leaders: populism is an existentialism, it 

is a political movement with an existential component. 

Critics of the Sweden Democrats often overlook this di-

mension, even though their slogan is “Safety and tradition.” 
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In addition, the party often uses existential terms such as fel-

lowship, dignity and respect. During his speech to the na-

tion, broadcast on Swedish Television in May 2018, Jimmie 

Åkesson found time to use the words unity, trust, solidarity, 

safety (twice) and feeling at home (hemkänsla) within the first 

minute of his speech. 

Populist movements address a deep human longing for 

something that neither individualism nor the anonymous, uni-

fied state can provide: the longing for fellowship and belong-

ing. In Sweden, 20th century social democracy tried to meet this 

longing by introducing the welfare state (folkhemmet) project, 

implying that the state should be more than a political frame-

work, it should be a home. Today, on the other hand, most 

parties behave as if their voters only want more choices, a few 

more rights and some more money in their pockets. 

But we humans are not autonomous individuals who re-

alise ourselves through independence—we are instead social 

creatures who seek connection; ask any psychologist, sociol-

ogist, anthropologist, evolutionary biologist or theologian. In 

a society characterised by fragmentation and loneliness, there 

is a lot to gain for those who are able to capture this longing. 

Populist movements have realised this, just like the advertis-

ers: that is why companies link their products to communities, 

tribes or other kinds of social groupings. 

The most cynical example is perhaps the growing number 

of betting sites. It is hard to envisage a more isolated activity 

than online gambling. Still, the gambling companies present 

themselves as villages inhabited by people who love the game 

and who have close connection with each other. 

However, betting sites are not communities and the nation 

is not a home. The nation is an imagined community, as politi-
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cal scientist Benedict Anderson expressed it.133 It is not possible 

for us to know or meet all our fellow citizens in the nation of 

Sweden. The nation-state is a framework able to solve certain 

issues, but we will never be able to find the community we 

thirst for in the nation-state. The dream that the national com-

munity will be a remedy for our loneliness is one example of 

how a good and natural longing is distorted when it is aimed 

at the wrong goal. 

The most common criticism of the nation-state today is 

that it is too narrow: that it draws boundaries, shuts people 

out and puts nations up against one another. This is true—but 

seen from another perspective the nation is also too broad. It is 

too large to be able to be a home. We need a place on Earth; a 

corner where we feel at home. We thrive together with people 

who do not just vaguely recognise us, but who actually know 

who we are. We need to surround ourselves with people who 

miss us if we disappear, and who will show up at our funeral. 

We need to be more than a fellow citizen in the big na-

tion-state, or a consumer in the global market. Nevertheless, 

the connection we are longing for cannot come from above, by 

taking part in vast, national projects. Politicians cannot deliver 

communities from above, but they can make room for them 

so that they can grow from below. Because communities must, 

in order to become concrete and vibrant, grow from below.134

F I L L I N G  T H E  P O L I T I C A L  V O I D :  T H E  C H U R C H  A N D  ( B E ) L O N G I N G

Church congregations are one answer to this longing. Occa-

sionally, intellectuals claim that Christianity would have a 

bright future if it could give up its social aspects—the con-

gregations—and instead adopt private or mystic forms, better 

suited to a modern Swede’s individualistic sense of spirituality. 
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But this misunderstands the nature of both the church and the 

human being. Christianity was not primarily launched as a 

teaching or as a global organisation, but grew as the result of 

a network of local communities of congregations where people 

lived face-to-face. 

This community structure enabled churches to function as 

airbags when Sweden took the step into modernity: the congre-

gation gave people a community and a place to belong in a time 

that was characterised by upscaling and fragmentation. This 

was also how Swedish democracy developed, not through au-

tonomous individuals, but through small communities. “Swe-

den is a study-circle democracy,” Prime Minister Olof Palme 

once said—and Alexis de Tocqueville made the same observa-

tion with regards to the American Democracy in the 19th century. 

It rested, he stated, on the American’s “art of associating.” 

In today’s fluid modernity, where commitments are arbi-

trary, these kinds of communities are dissolving. This creates 

a political and existential void, a society with alienated indi-

viduals who become easy prey for profit-seeking companies 

and populist politicians. As author Yuval Harari states in his 

best seller Sapiens: “States and markets composed of alien-

ated individuals can intervene in the lives of their members 

more easily than states and markets composed of strong fam-

ilies and communities.”     

The growth of populist movements is related to the trau-

ma of modernity and the loss of a frame of reference. It has 

become increasingly acute since the idea of individualism has 

changed from being the political protection of the individual, 

to a cultural ideal. Such a centre cannot be maintained; the 

consequence will be that “things fall apart,” as William Butler 

Yeats expressed it. But the solution can neither be to place a 
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culture, an ideology or a religion at the centre and force it upon 

all citizens. 

So where does this leave us? What can we do? Populists 

thrive when people feel disenfranchised in the absence of an ac-

tive public sphere. Churches can still play an important role—

not by adopting a populist voice that demands full support 

of Christian ideas, ideals and whims—but by members living 

active lives as committed members of a healthy congregation. 

Here, people can find the community, the belonging and the 

home they need. Connection into such communities needs to 

come from below—it cannot be forced upon us from above. 

A liberal state must realise that it is dependent on associa-

tions to offer citizens meaningful connections, and in order to 

be effective in the long run, political liberalism must embrace 

more substantial philosophical, ideological and religious as-

sociations.

 Churches must be prepared to step up. Not because they 

have to justify their existence by supporting democracy, but be-

cause this is in line with the fundamental mission of the church: 

to welcome people home. 
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N

S L OVAK I A  AT  A  CROS SROADS

Ondrej Kolarovsky

The Catholic Church played an important role in defeating com-

munism in Czechoslovakia. Not long after, populism caused the 

country to split into Slovakia and the Czech Republic. Instead of 

damaging Slovakia, independence has created opportunities for 

the country to forge its own course. The challenge is that pop-

ulist nationalism is still a driving force in Slovakia’s evolution, 

while the church´s voice is no longer heard as strongly in the 

fight for civil liberties as it once was. 

Freedom brings new challenges. In autumn 1989, I was an 

18-year-old high school graduate and a fresh university student 

with many plans for the future. The Velvet Revolution took 

place in the former Czechoslovakia in November of that year 

and society was ripe for change. Like many others, I felt free 

and was full of enthusiasm. Finally, our quality of life would 

start catching up with our western neighbours. The possibility 

of greater freedom and prosperity were opened up and had 

caught everybody’s imagination. Whilst society longed for the 

new, and people were willing to sacrifice a little for the future, 

no one had a clear picture of what it would take to enter the 

new “promised land.” We did not realise that we Czechoslo-

vaks would be like the Israelites described in the Bible, leaving 
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Egypt and wandering in circles in the desert before even catch-

ing a glimpse of this land. 

The idea of an independent Slovakia was not new. In the 

mid-19th century, Slovaks had sought to be recognised as a 

nation inside the Austro-Hungarian Empire, to withstand as-

similation through the Hungarians’ coercive policies of mag-

yarisation. Slovaks were unable to gain any autonomy from 

the Hungarians. Following the First World War (1914-1918), 

and the collapse of this Empire, Slovaks were freed from Hun-

garian rule and Czechs from Austrian rule. But rather than giv-

ing either of them full autonomy, in 1918, both peoples were 

parcelled together into an artificial Czechoslovak state. This 

had been successfully lobbied for by Czechoslovakia’s first 

president Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, the Liberator president 

and Slovak general Milan Rastislav Štefánik. Slovakia was an 

undeveloped agrarian region and at the time Slovaks were un-

able to create a sustainable state. Czech areas however had 

significant German populations. In the aftermath of the war, 

it was deemed prudent by the victors to ensure that these were 

well outnumbered in a new state. To achieve this, a political 

Czechoslovak nation was created; this union appeared to be 

the only way for Czechs and Slovaks to secure their independ-

ence and sovereignty.  

The first Slovak Republic was not born with great pros-

pects. It only existed briefly during the Second World War 

(1939-1945) and was only recognised by Axis powers. This 

was essentially a fascist vasal state of Germany, under presi-

dent Jozef Tiso, from which Germany launched attacks into 

Poland. The famous 1944 Slovak National Uprising showed 

divisions within the republic as some army units led the Slo-

vak resistance, rebelling against Tiso’s collaborationist gov-
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ernment, whilst others sided with German forces in quashing 

the uprising. In 1948, communists took power in the re-estab-

lished Czechoslovakia and any notions of Slovak autonomy 

faded, branded as anti-communist.  

In the early 1990´s, new nationalists re-awoke the strug-

gle for Slovak autonomy. Some began to use the Czechs as a 

scapegoat for everything that went wrong. Populistic national-

ist ideas dominated public discussions on how to best organise 

relations between Czechs and Slovaks. This said, the division 

of Czechoslovakia on 1 January 1993, like the fall of socialism, 

was truly peaceful—without violence. The Slovaks were divid-

ed on the issue at the time. Some Slovaks had a counterreaction 

to this new nationalist demagogy, and as a result were hesitant 

to welcome the split of Czechoslovakia, a common homeland 

with the Czechs. The final decision was made by Czech and 

Slovak politicians. 

A  N E W  E N E M Y  W I T H I N ?  F R O M  T H E  C Z E C H S  T O  T H E  S L O VA K  E L I T E

Has national populism vanished since the country gained its 

independence? Not really. Some would say that it has simply 

put on a different coat. Nonetheless, perhaps one good thing 

to have come from independence is that today Slovaks are 

responsible for the politics in the country. The split has not 

damaged the country but opened opportunities for it to forge 

its own independent course. The challenge is the presence of a 

strong populist nationalism that has accompanied the whole 

process. In some cases, this is expressed in radical populist 

terms that oppose liberal democracy, in others it is extreme and 

threatens the core of democracy and the ability to live together 

in diversity. These different forms of anti-democratic populism 

can be found on both the left and the right and in certain cases, 



“POPULISTS OFTEN FOCUS ON AN 
ENEMY AND NOT ON THE PROBLEM. CHRISTIANS 
MAY BE SUSCEPTIBLE TO SUCH SIMPLIFICATIONS 

AS CHRISTIAN TEACHING REGULARLY MAKES 
SENSE OF THE WORLD THROUGH DICHOTOMY—
‘GOD’ AND ‘THE WORLD’, LIGHT AND DARKNESS, 
MATERIAL AND SPIRITUAL, SACRED AND SECULAR.”
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these populisms can coexist within the same political party 

with some moderates, e.g. the SMER - Social Democracy party 

(see below). 

Populist parties at any point in the political spectrum are 

strengthened when social and/or political elites are discredited 

and when political tradition is voided of shared social values. 

There is fertile ground for populism in Slovakia, which has 

seen corruption135, financial fraud and the moral discrediting 

of elites. This mistrust of elites is long-standing. According to 

Eurobarometer, “the vast majority of people do not trust the 

government, parliament or political parties.”136 In this, Slova-

kia is not alone: “the corruption of government officials [is] 

seen in most Central European states as one of the most serious 

social problems.”137 

On the one hand, if there were no truth to any of the claims, 

people would have stopped listening to populists. On the other, 

painting all politicians with the same brush as corrupt, which 

is the picture that many populists paint, is not only wrong, but 

also eats away at the core of representative democracy.138   

Popular appeal is not necessarily populism and populism 

is not necessarily radical or extreme.139 Populists are good at 

identifying problems. Indeed, populists can serve a useful role 

in society by raising problems that are not being addressed by 

mainstream politics, such as corruption. In a basic sense of the 

term populism, movements that led to the end of Soviet rule 

could also be classified to some extent as populistic. Their goal 

was to end totalitarianism and create a pluralistic democratic 

society and to that end they argued against corrupt elites in 

their fight for democracy and better living conditions. Howev-

er, this is not the type of populism that is at work today. Today, 

extreme populists create divisions along ethnic lines, inflating 
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any specific challenges in the public perception to general prob-

lems affecting society at large.

According to a 2017 survey conducted by the Institute 

for Public Affairs, the political values that matter most to Slo-

vaks include: the preservation of Slovak national sovereignty 

(68%), protecting Christianity from Islam (63%) and patriot-

ism (59%). Unsurprisingly perhaps, as an offshoot of Slova-

kia’s past, now that Slovaks have control of their country, few-

er want to give up a recently attained sovereignty by deepening 

European integration (35%) or are in favour of multicultural-

ism (32%). Whilst Slovaks want to protect Christianity, inter-

estingly fewer Slovaks are interested in Christian conservatism 

(30%).140 These are values that could provide fertile ground for 

new nationalism rather than progressive liberal democracy, as 

they are anti-pluralism and not in favour of handing over any 

sovereignty to international institutions.

S L O VA K  P O P U L I S M  A N D  R E S I L I E N C E  T O  P O P U L I S M

Today’s Slovakia is a parliamentary multi-party representative 

democratic republic with elements of direct democracy. The 

below is not an exhaustive overview, but presents some of the 

main actors. There are some mainstream parties like the more 

liberal Sloboda a Solidarita (Freedom and Solidarity), which 

is liberal in economic matters if not as progressive in social 

ones, or like the centre-right Krest’anskodemokratické hnut-

ie (Christian Democrats—currently not in the parliament), or 

the centrist party Most Híd (Bridge). There are also parties 

that are populistic in the sense that they claim to represent the 

people versus the elites, but which are nonetheless pro-democ-

racy such as OĽANO–NOVA (Ordinary People and Independ-

ent Personalities). Then there are parties that include a great 
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number of populists alongside moderates like SMER – sociál-

na democracia (SMER – Social Democracy). Finally, we find 

extreme right populist parties such as the Slovenská národ-

ná strana (Slovak National Party – SNS), Martin Kotleba’s 

L’udová strana naše Slovensko (People’s Party Our Slovakia  

– L’SNS) and Sme rodina (We Are Family). It is estimated that 

together the populists represent 50 percent of Slovak’s votes.141 

There are also new entrants to politics, including Progresívne 

Slovensko (Progressive Slovakia, established in 2017) and 

Spolu – občianska demokracia (Together – Civic Democracy, 

established in 2018), which are heading into the upcoming 

elections in a new coalition; these parties are neither extreme 

nor populist. 

At the time of writing, executive power is exercised by 

the Prime Minister Peter Pellegrini from the SMER – Social 

Democracy party in a coalition government composed of SMER

– Social Democracy, the Slovak National Party (SNS) and 

Bridge (Most-Híd). SMER – Social Democracy is far from a 

traditional Western European centre-left socialist party. It is 

versed in demagoguery and riddled with accusations of corrup-

tion. Its leader, Robert Fico, who was the Slovak prime minister 

between 2006–2010, 2012-2016 and 2016–2018, resigned in 

2018 in response to anticorruption demonstrations following 

the murder of a journalist, Ján Kuciak, and his fiancée Martina 

Kušnírová. Kuciak had been working on the misuse of EU funds 

and links between the Italian mafia and Slovak government 

officials.142 Fico, who is still the head of the party and a parlia-

mentarian, is considered a populist by the main Slovak news-

papers and has been in a state of constant conflict with news 

reporters throughout his leadership. The SNS is considered to 

be a nationalistic populist party positioned on the far right, 
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whose leader Andrej Danko favours Vladimír Putin’s new Rus-

sian nationalism over European-styled leadership. Then finally 

there is the Most-Híd party, a multiethnic party that calls for 

a greater respect of the different national minorities, strongly 

influenced by the Hungarian minority.143 Its leader, Béla Bugar, 

is a Slovak Hungarian. Previously considered a pro-democrat-

ic centre-right party, Most-Híd disappointed many pro-dem-

ocrats by joining the coalition with SMER and the SNS.  

In August 2017, 66% of Slovakia’s population felt that 

the country was heading in the wrong direction.  This may 

explain the election of the current President of Slovakia, the 

country’s first female president, Zuzana Čaputová, a lawyer 

and activist who had the support of the Progressive Slovakia 

party (Progresívne Slovensko party), elected in the spring of 

2019 (in the second round) on a liberal, anti-populist plat-

form.144 With the slogan “stand up to evil,” Čaputová, ran 

with the type of slogan that populists use: separating her own 

good from others’ evil politics. She also referenced issues that 

populists tend to raise, of corruption and cronyism amongst 

a ruling elite. Throughout her campaign, Čaputová offered 

concrete solutions, did not engage in personal attacks on her 

opponents and concretely affirmed civil and political rights 

whilst taking a hard line on demagogic populism.145 In in-

terviews with the BBC, she stated that “populism is not the 

only way to resolve frustrations, or crises or a loss of trust in 

politicians” and that, “a constructive tone and more positive 

emotions - and not working with fear or threats; these are far 

more effective, and hold out much more hope.”146 Whatever 

one thinks of Čaputová’s politics, her victory was a setback 

for radical and extreme right forms of populism. 

This does not mean that populism was defeated in the pres-
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idential election. It was not only Čaputová who gained votes 

from the conviction that the country is going in the wrong di-

rection. Radical and extreme populists use a similar idea but 

with different narratives, to gain popularity, and thus weaken 

support for democratic values, opposing democratic pluralism 

and offering a strong hand to solve the country’s problems.147 

One reason might be that Slovaks don’t appreciate civ-

il liberties as strongly as they once did. A study from 2008 

showed that twenty years after the Velvet Revolution148 

and fifteen years after gaining independence, Slovak society 

deemed social security as more important than political and 

civil liberties.149 Growing inequalities and income disparities 

are, therefore, likely to create the same social pessimism as 

is present in parts of Western Europe today. Adopting de-

mocracy involves adopting new mindsets and new rights and 

responsibilities as a citizen. For democracy to thrive, so must 

political and civil liberties. 

P O P U L I S T S  F I G H T I N G  F O R  A  P U R E  S L O VA K  R E P U B L I C 

One of the key features of populist politicians’ demagogy (and 

actions) in Slovakia has been the appeal to diverse elements of 

the ethno-national, by that I mean everything related to eth-

nic identity (including Slovak origins, language, symbols and 

culture more generally) and the relationships between mem-

bers of different ethnic communities.150  This is not surpris-

ing bearing in mind the Institute for Public Affairs’ findings 

on patriotism, and the defence of Slovakia. Whereas in the 

90´s, it was the Czechs who were the scapegoats with their 

Prague-centricism151, populists then moved on to the Hungar-

ian-speaking minority, which is the largest national minority 

in Slovakia constituting approximately one tenth of the pop-
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ulation, almost half a million, out of just over five million in-

habitants. National populists question whether their loyalty to 

neighbouring Hungary, rather than their loyalty to the Slovak 

Republic, could be a (potential) threat to the territorial integ-

rity of the Slovak Republic. However, since representatives of 

the Hungarian minority form part of the governing coalition152 

alongside the Slovak National Party, this issue is not currently 

as divisive as it has been in the past.153

Another topic related to ethnicity has come into the spot-

light—the Roma—Slovakia’s second largest national minority 

(100,000 inhabitants).154 This group has been the focus of the 

populist rhetoric, both of governing populists and nationalists 

as well as populists and extremists from the political opposi-

tion, in particular over the past 10-15 years. The issues sur-

rounding Roma people are linked to economics. The majority 

of the Roma population receive help from the state’s social 

welfare system.155 This labels them as being scroungers of the 

system, an image that is periodically used by the populists.156 

In addition to the topics mentioned above, populists thrive 

on debates on immigration157, sexual minorities and gender 

issues.Some populists also argue that Western liberalism and 

Western capitalism threaten the domestic Slovak economy 

as multinational companies become more powerful than the 

state.158 Quite often this is coupled with suspicion towards 

third-sector organisations (NGOs), which is part of a global 

trend, and as mentioned above, an independent media. Critical 

journalists are portrayed as being tools of the undefined evil 

elites and foreign forces that threaten Slovak identity. These 

allegations, including by members of the governing coalition, 

are accompanied by conspiracy theories and alternative media. 

In the public debate on populism (e.g. newspapers and TV 
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shows), it is more common to talk about populist speech, in-

dividual politicians or populist policies than populist parties. 

One can find populist claims about politicians of the current 

governing coalition as well as politicians in the opposition. 

Slovakia is less than a year away from its next parliamen-

tary election. The political situation is rather nebulous. New 

parties arise and certain established parties will probably not 

even be able to enter the parliament (e.g. for two of the current 

governing parties—Most-Híd and the Slovak National Party—

the prospects are not good). So, the political map of the coun-

try could look very different in only a year’s time. Will Slovakia 

become more populistic or will it give more mainstream parties 

a chance to govern? 

C H R I S T I A N  E N G A G E M E N T  I N  P U B L I C  D E B A T E 

The Institute for Public Affairs showed that for the significant 

majority of Slovaks, protecting Christianity from Islam (63%) 

is a priority. During the Velvet Revolution, Christians were an 

important part of the anti-communist dissent in Slovakia. The 

Roman Catholic underground church played quite a significant 

role in the opposition.159: Indeed, during my highschool stud-

ies, despite being a Lutheran, I was part of one of the cells of 

the Catholic underground church.160 161The Church’s role was 

notably different in Slovakia than in Czechia before 1989. The 

largest mass demonstration against the communist political 

regime took place in Bratislava in 1988, the so-called Candle 

Demonstration and was held by Catholics.161 Slovakia has a 

tradition of Catholics actively and publicly expressing their po-

litical opinions.162 Thanks to this, the Roman Catholic Church 

had a particularly good reputation in Slovak society in the years 

immediately after 1989.
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In the last election (2016) the Christian Democratic Party (KDH) 

did not get enough votes to enter parliament. However, several 

other parties also use Christian language to mark specific occa-

sions, and ensure their representatives appear at Christian mass 

in the run up to elections. In the Slovak presidential elections, 

the three candidates just behind Čaputova all used pro-Christian 

values language, if at times rather inauthentically.163 What did 

these candidates hope to gain by using Christian language? To 

examine this phenomenon in more depth, I asked a number of 

politicians and theologians why this might be.164 

Interestingly, most respondents found the use of Christi-

anity by populists to be misleading. For example, politician 

Marek Krajčí165 argued that, 

Unfortunately, many politicians simply abuse our country’s 

Christian tradition and the fact that almost 70% of the pop-

ulation profess Christianity. At the EU level, the relativisa-

tion of traditional and natural values and intensification of 

liberal pressure lead politicians, under the guise of Christi-

anity, to stand to defend [traditional] values; in reality, they 

do not know Jesus Christ’s teachings and often distort his 

attitudes and opinions. [This is] confusing as Christians 

are being [wrongly] impersonated. In this way, populism is 

particularly harmful to the spread of the Christian gospel. 

In his response, Krajčí argues that politicians are distorting Chris-

tianity to their own ends; arguably this is not new, however, he 

implies that this is an intensifying trend in reaction to increasing-

ly liberal EU policies. He also suggests that the populists are not 

true Christians. This corresponds with a poll mentioned below.166

Krajčí is echoed by other Christian politicians, whether pro-

gressive or conservative; all see contemporary populist politics 
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in Slovakia as problematic. Krajčí argues that: 

[populist] politicians deliberately subvert, offering inade-

quate, controversial, or misleading solutions to voters in 

response to their problems, causing them to divide and to 

conflict in society, to gain political points.

Lutheran theologian Ondrej Prostredník167 echos these concerns: 

I consider populism […] to be when power-seeking politi-

cians use the fury of anger and negative sentiment present 

in society without offering real political solutions to exist-

ing problems. I do not consider politics to be populistic if 

it clearly and decisively draws attention to the dangers of 

[populism]. Populism has always led to problems for human 

rights and freedoms and, in many cases, tragic conflicts.168

T H E  C H R I S T I A N  P O P U L I S M 

The challenge for these Christian politicians is that they no 

longer have a strong ally within the Church. Slovak media 

have repeatedly criticised the Slovak church for not seeking 

to distance itself enough from extreme populist politicians. 

Candidate for the 2019 European parliamentary elections for 

OL’ANO, Dušan Šándor169 responded to the question of the 

relationship between Christianity and populism with the com-

ment170: “It seems to me that populism is less present in the 

church than in Slovak politics,” although he adds that some 

extreme populists can also be found in churches.

Marián Damankoš171 of the Doprava Party, responded as 

follows172: “I’m afraid this is a mutually dependant relation-

ship. The various forms of Slovak Christianity are often close 

to populism,” He added:
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There are examples of politicians who, when beneficial to 

them, have declared their church affiliation, and proclaimed 

Christian values, even if these are not reflected in their lives. 

Similarly, we have examples of Christians or Christian lead-

ers, who have denied their Christian principles to get along 

well with other politicians. Even in Christian churches, pop-

ulist speeches and populist actions by certain representatives 

and ordinary priests can be observed.

Former Christian Democratic party chair (KDH), Vladimír 

Palko173, said: “The rise of opportunistic Catholicism is await-

ing us when many will claim to be Catholic, but only few will 

behave as Catholics.”174 Regional politician and conservative 

Catholic blogger Pavol Martinicky comments on this: “This is 

wrong. This is not a future event, but for two decades it has 

caused harm in the socio-political arena.”175 Even Pope Francis 

has made this exact point.176 To some degree all prime minis-

ters, presidents, and presidential candidates in Slovakia have 

claimed an affiliation to the Roman Catholic Church.

Ondrej Prostredník, from the opposite side of the political 

spectrum, is even more critical about this issue: 

Unfortunately, I see Christianity and populism in Slovakia 

as allies. In their opinions, the main Christian churches are 

now closer to politicians who emphasise the right of the 

majority and stigmatise various minorities. In their com-

munications, the churches are failing to develop Christian 

sensitivity to violations of minority rights in Slovakia or the 

ability to develop critical thinking in the rush of conspiracy 

and fake news from the so-called alternative media....  
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Prostredník has a point. Over the past decades, church officials 

have been working hard to foster good relations with govern-

ments, no longer criticising or commenting upon scandals or cor-

ruption cases. The presence of prominent Christians nowadays at 

mass anti-corruption demonstrations (2018)177 alongside laypeo-

ple is much less visible than during the Velvet Revolution (1989). 

T H E  C H R I S T I A N  V O T E

Even though the Church is not taking a clear stand against 

populism, firm believers seem less likely to vote for populists.178 

This is shown by two 2017 polls conducted in Slovakia by the 

Focus research agency on how people vote in elections with 

regards to their religious affiliation.179

One poll differentiates between deeply believing voters 

and less devoted/non-practicing believers. Interviewees were 

able to self-evaluate their faith.180 In the other poll, interview-

ees were asked how they practice their faith, and particularly 

about church attendance.181 Both polls had similar results. 

They show that Kotleba’s People’s Party Our Slovakia (Ľu-

dová strana naše Slovensko – ĽSNS), an extreme right-wing 

populist party with (neo-)fascist tendencies, gained the least 

votes from deeply devoted or faith practicing voters. Instead 

it had the largest number of atheist and non-religious voters. 

These polls also showed that practicing Christians in Slovakia 

were hesitant to vote for political extremes. 

In 2019, the parties with the largest proportion of atheist 

and non-religious voters are the populist ĽSNS and Progresivne 

Slovensko, at opposite ends of the political spectrum.182 Addi-

tionally, the number of faith-practicing voters who would con-

sider voting for the LSNS increased to 23% (in 2017 only 5% 

of faith-practicing voters had considered voting for ĽSNS).183 
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These statistics support the findings of focus group research 

conducted by former president Kiska’s office, which surprisingly 

showed that his own voters overlapped with those of Marian 

Kotleba. On analysis, it was deemed that left and right mat-

tered less to these voters than selecting parties that would the 

tackle issues that concern them most;  and if radical populists 

seem willing to address these issues, they will vote populist.184 

Most Slovaks are non-practicing, arguably cultural Chris-

tians.185 According to the 2011 census, 62% of the population 

stated affiliation to the Roman Catholic Church186, making it 

the largest church and a significantly influential institution.187 

By contrast, only 26% regularly attended mass/services.188 This 

number could be significant if they all vote, as national election 

participation has been around 60% in recent years.189

Both cultural and practicing Christians make up a signifi-

cant part of the population. The practicing Christians are less 

likely to listen to extremists, but cultural Christians most likely 

represent the majority of all voters (who are to differing degrees 

inclined towards populism). It also seems that many pro-pop-

ulist voters are not necessarily aligned with extreme populists’ 

agenda, but rather engage in protest voting to bring change.190 

  

C H R I S T I A N  C H A L L E N G E S  W I T H  P O P U L I S M ,  A N D  H O W  T O  R E S P O N D ? 

Populism often focuses on an enemy and not on the problem. 

The division between good and evil transcends human groups. 

In addition, it simplifies a changing and complex society into 

two static categories—the eternally good people (we) and the 

eternally evil elites (they). Christians may be susceptible to such 

simplifications as Christian teaching regularly makes sense of 

the world through dichotomy—God and the world, light and 

darkness, material and spiritual, sacred and secular. These are 
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simplifications as Christianity is a holistic and not a dualistic 

faith, but dichotomy is a familiar rhetorical tool to Christians 

and this familiar form may leave them subconsciously vulner-

able to accept the populist’s simplified black and white world-

view of the good people and bad elites.  

There is no good and no evil group. As Aleksandr Solženicyn 

(1918-2008) puts it: “The battle line between good and evil runs 

through the heart of every man.” Christianity sees this problem 

as profoundly human and addresses it by encouraging the identi-

fication and regret of the evil within oneself; this is accompanied 

by a change of attitude and realignment of that which was de-

stroyed or damaged.191 Belonging to one or the other group does 

not automatically mean that one is inherently good/ on the good 

side and vice versa.

Populism is often driven by the idea “who is not with us 

is against us.” This may resonate with the words of Jesus: “He 

who is not with me is against me.”192 The church should rather 

focus on another statement by Jesus that says: “..he that is not 

against you is for you.”193 In the first two ideas, the change of 

speaker (intention) makes a huge difference to the meaning and 

its contemporary application. This also shows that in interpret-

ing the (old but living) texts, it is important to properly under-

stand the context so that the text does not become a weapon in 

the hands of populists. 

In addition, one should emphasise that the Apostle Paul re-

minds Christians that their fight is not against other people, but 

is spiritual.194 Paul also argues that “in Christ” there is no dif-

ference in gender, ethnicity, race, social group or even religious 

background.195 It does not mean that all of these differences 

vanish, rather that they are not a basis for hostility.196 Fear or 

hostility are not Christian values; love and service are.197 
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How can churches contribute to the health of the whole 

society?198 The best place to start would be to identify points 

that (can) generate fear amongst citizens in the country (e.g. 

misuse of welfare, loss of national identity, culture, loss of 

economic independence/prosperity, security issues, criminality, 

corruption, etc.). Churches can address these fears and show 

a better way. They can advise on how to dispel fears or to 

approach people that others are afraid of in the way that Jesus 

reached out to the marginalised.199 Christianity in its essence is 

of a universal nature that includes everybody. 

The Christian contribution must be characterised not by 

seeking enemies or scapegoats, but by offering a better story, 

a better way, a better alternative. The church can reveal the 

wrong premises of basic populism in dividing people into us 

and them. A Christian attitude is to be here for others and not 

against others as discussed in chapter two. 

A challenge for the church is to emphasise that Christian val-

ues are not only values of protecting life and the family, but also 

encompass anti-corruption, truth, justice, and so on. To empha-

sise just part of it (as populists and extremists do) is not the whole 

gospel, and certainly not the whole message that the church is 

called to spread in the world. The church is called to draw a 

whole and complex picture of reality, not allowing anyone, and in 

this case populists, to take just a few of the pieces, rearrange them 

in another context and misuse them for divisive political ends.

Finally, people who incline to populism often look for a 

strong charismatic leader—a Messiah with whom they can 

identify. The message of the church should insist on the fact 

that Christians cannot put all of their trust in any one human, 

but in God alone, nor should we expect another Saviour since 

He has already come. 
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T

S PA IN ,  POPUL I SM AND CAT HOL I C I SM

 Xavier Alonso Calderón

In Spain, two populist parties, Vox and Podemos, have appeared 

on the political scene. Their political positions vehemently reflect 

old Spanish problems, such as the conflict between homogene-

ous and pluralistic visions of national identity or the need to re-

move the privileges of the Catholic Church in Spain. At the same 

time, the Catholic Church is somewhat burdened with Franco’s 

legacy. It has not made any declarations about populism, but is 

in a conflict with the radical left—an extension of its rift with the 

left more generally—about its privileges. 

The emergence of populist parties in Spain is recent. Whilst it 

is difficult to equate Vox (radical right) with Podemos (radical 

left), both parties can nevertheless be considered populist—

with all of the interpretations that this word can encompass—

and thus share characteristics that allow for joint analysis. The 

political positions held by these two parties are compared be-

low to the Spanish Episcopal Conference’s (Conferencia Epis-

copal Española) positions on moral and social issues. Although 

Spanish Christianity and Spanish Catholicism are both much 

broader sociologically, Catholicism is the main type of Chris-

tianity practiced in Spain and the Spanish Episcopal Confer-

ence is its governing body.  Equally, Vox and Podemos are not 
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the only parties to address issues of concern to the Catholic 

church; a broad range of political actors also do so.

Vox was formally founded as a political party in 2013 and 

Podemos in 2014. Looking at the thirteen general elections 

that have taken place in Spain since 1978, when the Constitu-

tion was approved, two parties have almost always governed, 

determining a de facto bipartisanship: the Popular Party (PP, 

right) and the PSOE (left) have governed, except for the first 

four and a half years in which the UCD (centre) were in charge. 

After the UCD disappeared in 1982, the PP and PSOE have at 

times governed with the parliamentary support of Canarian, 

Basque or Catalan nationalist parties. 

Thirty-five years later, other parties have emerged, with 

electoral success, in part due to the erosion of the two large 

traditional parties.200 These are Ciudadanos, Vox and Podem-

os. Ciudadanos began in 2006 as an anti-nationalistic—in the 

sense of Catalan, Basque or Galician intra-Spanish national-

ism—social-democratic party. Since then, it has moved to the 

right, and it is struggling to take the PP’s leadership role in the 

Spanish Parliament. 

Vox enjoyed great success at the last general elections, get-

ting 10.2 percent of the poll, and increasing from zero to 24 

parliamentarians (out of 350 in total). But between these elec-

tions on 28 April 2019 and the European elections on 26 May 

2019, Vox lost almost fifty percent of its support (more than 

1,280,000 votes lost in just one month). The radical right lost 

support for various reasons, but one of them is that both the 

right (PP) and the centre (Ciudadanos) reacted by adopting, at 

least tactically, radical right-wing proposals. They have also en-

tered into agreements with Vox. Proof of this can be found by 

looking at the Andalusian Regional Government. Andalusia, 
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the most populous region with the most electoral weight, has 

been consistently governed by the PSOE since 1978. Whilst the 

PSOE remained the largest party in the regional election in De-

cember 2018, it lost enough votes to cost it the government, 

which went to the PP, but only because it received the backing 

of Ciudadanos and Vox. As a consequence, in Andalusia, the 

right and centre parties accepted more radical measures and 

moved further to the right.201 Indeed, with the votes of the far 

right (Vox), PP and Ciudadanos have been able to enter gov-

ernment in three autonomous communities (Madrid, Andalusia 

and Murcia) and in major cities such as Madrid and Zaragoza.

Podemos, in turn, also lost thirty per cent of its votes in the 

European elections.Analysts attribute this to a variety of rea-

sons; these include a return of support for PSOE and the weak 

territorial power structure of Podemos at the level of munici-

palities and autonomous communities. The reality is perhaps 

more complex and dramatic change is anticipated once again.

T H E  C H U R C H  A N D  P L U R A L I S M

In order to identify to what extent VOX and Podemos’ posi-

tions align with Spanish Christian thought, I reviewed official 

documents of the Catholic Church in Spain’s governing body—

the Spanish Episcopal Conference (CEE). The CEE was created 

in 1966 and is composed of every bishop in Spain. Looking at 

the CEE website, there is no explicit reference to populist or to 

any other parties.202 Any explicit declarations of the Spanish 

Church regarding populism seem to be non-existent. It is like-

ly that this apparent silence is a reflection of the pluralism of 

Spanish bishops, who do not think it appropriate to single out 

one party or another, as well as being due to their respect for 

the pluralism of Spanish society itself. 
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However, some of the issues that have been addressed in 

their documents are not unrelated to Spaniards’ political sen-

sibilities, and it is here that we can see a clear connection with 

party positions. The extent to which the CEE can be seen to 

position itself politically also changes with its chair. In fact, the 

CEE had a notably conservative bias during the presidencies 

of Cardinal Rouco Varela (1999-2005 and 2008-2014), which 

has been much reduced during the terms of Cardinal Blázquez 

(2005-2008 and 2014 to present). This is to say that Span-

ish bishops—with marked differences in approach, consistent 

with the presidencies of Rouco Varela or Blázquez—have not 

made any direct pronouncements on populism, but have taken 

a stand on a number of issues, including on matters that are 

also relevant to populists. These are religious freedom, Spanish 

martyrs of the 20th century, the family, Catholic education, 

same-sex marriages, gender, homophobia, artificial human re-

production, human cloning and abortion.203

Before I continue, it might be beneficial to take a look at Span-

ish history.  

S PA N I S H  M A R T Y R S  O F  T H E  2 0 T H  C E N T U RY  A N D  H I S T O R I C A L  M E M O RY

The presence of the Catholic Church in Spain has been almost 

monopolistic in the past and remains pre-eminent today. As 

such, this presence cannot go unmentioned within contem-

porary politics and each party’s concerns. When the Consti-

tution was approved in 1978, it left behind 40 years of dic-

tatorship. During the Civil War of 1936-1939, the Catholic 

Church joined the dictator Franco, and during the forty years 

of the dictatorship, they obtained important legal, economic 

and fiscal privileges, expressed in the Concordat with the Holy 
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See of 1953, which renewed the previous one of 1851. The 

Concordat also awarded privileges to Franco, like the right to 

nominate his own candidates for bishops. As such, the arrival 

of democracy in 1977 should have led to the secularisation of 

the Spanish state, the granting of the fundamental right to reli-

gious freedom for all, and the progressive loss of the Catholic 

Church’s privileges. Article 16 of the Constitution guaranteed 

religious freedom204 and secularism, although it still granted a 

certain degree of privilege, albeit less than before, stating that 

“the public authorities shall take into account the religious be-

liefs of Spanish society and maintain the relative relations of 

cooperation with the Catholic Church and other religions.”205 

The Church, therefore, did not let go of everything, and 

its privileges are contested, especially by the political left, to 

this present day.  Podemos’ manifesto references the Catholic 

Church on several occasions. They refer to it as “the Church,” 

and calls, for example, for the end to the Church’s privilege of 

“registering properties in the Property Registry on the basis of 

simple declarations by its own members,” which: 

has led to the registration in its name of properties 

which—as is well known—belong to all citizens, such as 

the mosque in Cordoba or hermitages in many towns that 

are actually maintained by residents (...); 

and the end to their privilege of not paying taxes on real es-

tate (IBI): 

While a person must find themselves in a situation of great 

need in order to be allowed not to pay the IBI, the Span-

ish Church not only receives funds from our income taxes, 
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which it then spends on sectarian television that no one 

sees, but it is also exempt from paying taxes on its prop-

erties. This measure shall exclude any buildings used for 

worship, and properties whose main purpose is their use 

by Caritas for social work (...).

Finally, Podemos references the Catholic Church—as well as 

the family and other spheres—in regard to sexual assaults on 

children and adolescents.206

But the Catholic Church, during the Civil War, was not 

only a victor but a victim too. Particularly during the first year, 

1936, Spain reached a peak of social revolution, and there was 

a tremendously violent explosion of anti-clericalism, a Spanish 

phenomenon that dates back to the eighteenth century or even 

earlier, but which had never before been so devastating. Dur-

ing the Civil War, religious and lay Catholics were persecut-

ed, and their Catholic heritage was destroyed. Between 6,800 

and 10,000 people were murdered, among them secular cler-

gy, bishops, an apostolic administrator, seminarians, monks, 

nuns, and lay people.207 The perpetrators were mainly on the 

Republican or “red” side, although a few were supporters of 

the Francoist or “national” side. During Franco’s regime the 

Catholic victims were already being called “martyrs,” in the 

language of that regime. During the papacy of John Paul II, 

the beatifications and canonisations began. This process con-

tinued under the papacies of Benedict XVI and Francis, so that 

more than eighteen hundred people have already been beatified 
208—not without controversy, since the Civil War was a war 

between brothers in which both sides lost tens of thousands 

of lives. The beatifications and canonisations have meant that 

only the pain and injustice experienced by one of the two par-
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ties in the conflict has been recognised. It has been an act of 

recognition, but not of collective reconciliation, a reconcilia-

tion that in some ways we are still waiting for in our country.

N AT I O N A L  I D E N T I T Y 

When the Catholic Church approaches politics, and when par-

ties approach the church, they are all wrangling over its legacy. 

Whilst the Church began beatifying and canonising Catholics 

in 1987, twenty years later, in 2007, the so-called Law of His-

torical Memory was approved in Spain209, backed by a PSOE 

government, which attempted to repair the damage done to 

all victims. This law has also been controversial, however, be-

cause in practice it benefits Republican victims and families 

more than Francoist ones. This is for the simple reason that 

Francoist victims were affected during only three years (during 

the Civil War) and Republican victims for forty years. This 

law, like the beatifications and canonisations, has reignited the 

debate about living facts of our history that have never really 

been properly dealt with. 

In terms of historical memory, the Vox and Podemos man-

ifestos are at odds. While Vox calls for the “immediate repeal 

of the Law of Historical Memory” because “no parliament is 

entitled to define our past, let alone exclude Spaniards who dif-

fer from their definitions,” Podemos proposes more and better 

measures in the provision of reparations for the victims of the 

Civil War and Francoism.210 

The CEE, while promoting the cause of the Catholic mar-

tyrs, has simultaneously harshly criticised the remembrance of 

“civil” martyrs, that is to say, the remembrance of all. When the 

Law of Historical Memory was being drafted in 2006, the CEE 

said that this law could “reopen old wounds with a use of the 
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“Historical Memory” guided by a selective mentality.”211 In a 

similar vein, the Pope’s nuncio in Spain, Renzo Fratini, recently 

spoke out against the exhumation of Franco’s remains from the 

Valley of the Fallen (Valle de los Caídos), saying that “there are so 

many problems in the world and in Spain. Why resurrect him?” 

Built between 1940 and 1958 by both thousands of po-

litical prisoners and “free” workers, the Valley of the Fallen 

is a location consisting of a basilica, a monastery and a set 

of monuments, currently maintained with state funds, con-

taining the burial sites of Franco and José Antonio Primo de 

Rivera, the founder of the Falange, the main party that sup-

ported Franco in the Civil War. In addition, more than 33,000 

fighters from both sides were buried in columbariums behind 

two large chapels. Because Franco is buried there, it is often 

a site of pilgrimage for the far right. The Law of Historical 

Memory of 2007 obliged measures to be taken to depoliticise 

the Valley of the Fallen (“Nowhere in the site may acts of a 

political nature or in praise of the Civil War, its protagonists 

or Francoism, be carried out”), and in 2018 the PSOE gov-

ernment proposed a decree law to exhume Franco’s remains, 

which has not yet come to pass.  

Renzo Fratini accused the parliament of resurrecting Franco. 

It is better to leave him in peace, as most people and politi-

cians believe, because 40 years have passed since his death, 

he has done what he has done, God will be the judge. Re-

membering something that provoked a Civil War does not 

help anyone to live a better life. 

A few days later the Holy See distanced itself from the nuncio’s 

statement. 
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There is, however, one key issue for Vox, that the Church 

has argued firmly against. Many Spaniards have a broad, in-

clusive approach to national identity, whereas Vox operates 

with a more singular, homogeneous definition. Accordingly, 

in its electoral manifesto, Vox advocates “transforming the 

autonomous state into a unitary state under the rule of law” 

with “a single government and a single parliament for the 

whole of Spain.”212 This is unconstitutional, as the 1978 

Constitution created a composite state, which resulted in 17 

autonomous regions213, each with its own parliament, in ad-

dition to the state parliament. 

When the CEE spoke on the situation in Catalonia during 

the most dramatic and intense days, it did so in a more bal-

anced tone than we had become accustomed to.  Rather than 

using a Spanish nationalist and heavily ecclesiastic rhetoric214, 

they appealed firstly to what had been said by bishops with 

Catalan seats, and secondly to common sense, to the desire 

to be fair and fraternal, to non-confrontation, to a dialogue 

safeguarding centuries’ worth of common goods and the rights 

of the different peoples that make up the State, and showed re-

spect for the channels and principles of the Constitution. This 

approach could have been very different under a different CEE 

board, but is in line with this board’s current political orienta-

tion and interpretation regarding nationalist conflicts.

The existence of the Tarraconense Episcopal Conference, 

which integrates the ecclesiastical territories of Catalonia, An-

dorra and a small part of Valencia for the purpose of certain 

pastoral functions, can be seen as a reflection of the strong 

pluralism that characterises Spanish identity. Athough not yet 

recognised by the Holy See, the conference has been fully op-

erational since 1969.

S P A I N ,  P O P U L I S M  A N D  C A T H O L I C I S M



150

I S  G O D  A  P O P U L I S T ?

C A T H O L I C I S M  I N  T H E  M A N I F E S T O S  O F  T H E  P O P U L I S T  P A R T I E S 

Vox is not a “Christian” party. Yet given the important social 

role of the Spanish Church, and that the Spanish Church is 

often seen as leaning to the right, it is striking that in Vox’s 

founding manifesto215 there is no mention of the Catholic 

Church, Catholicism or Christianity. In Vox’s 2018 electoral 

programme, “100 measures to keep Spain alive,” we can find 

the typical radical right-wing positions on immigration and 

foreign workers, on Islam, large families, freedom to choose 

the education of children, sex change operations, abortion, 

feminism and gender-based violence.216 Interestingly, however, 

in this document there is also one particularly revealing men-

tion of Christianity217: Vox advocates for the “creation of an 

Agency to aid threatened Christian minorities, imitating the 

Hungarian initiative.” This brief statement from Vox says a 

great deal: declaring their concern for persecuted Christians, 

constitutes a true declaration of Christian faith by a supposed-

ly non-faith-based party—though it is perhaps more identarian 

than genuine, since a genuinely Christian concern should lead 

to the desire to protect any threatened minority. This reveals 

a certain conflation of state and religion: the Spanish identi-

ty is implicitly assumed to be a Christian identity. For Vox, 

helping anyone persecuted because of their religion other than 

Christians—for example, Muslims or Yazidis—does not seem 

to concern them. Their manifestos never once mention the 

words “refuge,” “asylum” or “international protection.” By 

mentioning “the Hungarian initiative,” they ignore their own 

national scheme. In Spain, as in other European countries, 

there are programmes for the protection of persecuted Chris-

tians, both at home and abroad.218 Finally, this invocation of 

Hungary demonstrates their affinity or links with the populist 
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right-wing views of Viktor Orbán and his party Fidesz-Magyar 

Polgári Szövetség.219

In Podemos’ manifesto we can find, by way of compari-

son with that of Vox, similar themes that are also fundamental 

to Christian morality, but from its radical left-wing angle. In 

many cases, the differences in language used to refer to the 

same reality demonstrate the true differences in criteria. For 

example, Vox mentions “abortion” to affirm its “defence of life 

from conception to natural death,” positioning itself firmly on 

an issue of importance to the Spanish Catholic Church; while 

Podemos speaks of the “freedom to terminate a pregnancy” in 

order to assert that women who choose it, “including young 

women,” should be treated by the public health system. Oth-

er topics addressed by Podemos are: feminism, gender-based 

violence and LGTBI-phobia, free motherhood, single-mother 

or single-father families, freedom to die with dignity, public 

education and “charter” education (subsidised with public 

funds).220 With regards to Spanish identity, the differences be-

tween the two parties are clear-cut. While Vox, let us recall, 

proposes that Catalan autonomy be suspended and—later—

that all of the autonomous communities be eliminated, Pode-

mos states that “this is a pluralistic country in which the vast 

majority of its peoples coexist in fraternity and must be able to 

choose their destiny.”221

C O N C L U S I O N

I believe that Christians cannot continue feeding the dialectic of 

two Spains at odds with each other. The Church has to be ex-

tremely cautious not to join the ranks of the extreme right again, 

or to be seen to uncritically align itself on all issues with one 

political party. In the words of theologian Hans Schelkshorn, 
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Christian churches are still burdened by the heavy legacy 

of their alliances with the fascist systems of the last century. 

Renewed complicity with the New Right ideologies in these 

first decades of the 21st century would plunge these church-

es into a new crisis of credibility whose shadows—we can 

say with complete certainty—would fall heavily for centu-

ries to come on the lives of Christians in all of Europe.222

To this end, I would like the Catholic Church, in addition to 

recognising the memory of the Catholic martyrs, to recognise 

with equal symbolic force and transcendence the memory of all 

the victims of the Civil War and Francoism. 

No matter how much spiritual experience is universal, 

everyone has discovered it in their own ways. In Spain, many 

people, by avoiding a Church that is associated with the right, 

and seen to be in conflict with the left, may lose the opportuni-

ty to learn about their own tradition. 

The theologian Andreas Lob-Hüdepohl, who recently 

wrote on religion and populism223, focused the angle of his re-

flection on what St Paul wrote to the Romans: ”Do not model 

yourselves on the behaviour of the world around you, but let 

your behaviour change, modelled by your new mind. This is 

the only way to discover the will of God and know what is 

good.”224 The conclusion of my article, following the thoughts 

of theologian Lob-Hüdepohl, is that as far as Vox, Podemos 

and the Spanish Church are concerned, Christians everywhere 

must try to build bridges, not erect new barriers.

To build these bridges, it would be helpful if the (radi-

cal) left in Spain had a more measured attitude towards the 

Catholic Church. Becoming aware of the old and partly out-

dated anti-clericalism that it has propagated over too many 
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centuries would allow for a more dispassionate approach. 

This would consequently grant a significant part of the Span-

ish population who vote for the left, the freedom to dare to 

grow closer to the Christian faith without feeling like traitors 

with split loyalties. Indeed, it is possible to be a Christian 

and to vote for a left-wing party. In my opinion, the uncon-

ditional rejection of the Catholic Church from the left means 

that Spanish citizens have no other path than agnosticism, 

atheism, or to seek spiritual experience through traditions 

somewhat removed from our culture. 

As for the radical right, I would like it to stop using Chris-

tianity as a sign of nationalist identity; this is divisive and does 

not help to build bridges. It is not Christian to only further the 

human rights of Christians as opposed to others who suffer; in 

this vein, the Church should also be careful not to be seen to 

endorse this monolithic view of Spain, alongside an anti-Euro-

pean nationalism, when attempting to build bridges with the 

right. A policy of protecting its own may appear to be in its 

immediate interests, but ultimately this undercuts its Christian 

message. Spain is a pluralistic country, both internally and 

through the plurality brought about by foreign immigration. 

In conclusion, all of the issues that concern Vox, Podemos 

and the Church are also issues that concern the rest of society. 

Polemic is normal, even if at times we see an excess of shouting 

and demagoguery. Polemic expressed with freedom and respect 

increases a country’s democratic quality and helps in one’s own 

personal development. Polemic helps us to digest the enormous 

avalanche of changes that Spain has undergone in recent dec-

ades, from foreign immigration and the meaning of Spanish 

identity, to family type or gender.
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C H A P T E R  N I N E

F RANCE :  FA I T H  IN  THE PEOPLE ’S  POPUL I SM

Christel Lamère Ngnambi

France is a highly secularised, but also highly fragmented, so-

ciety where many facets of populism are visible. A closer look 

shows that Christianity, albeit marginalised and surviving in 

a zombie-like manner within the culture, is also emerging as 

a framework for cultural resistance to the French populist sit-

uation, presenting French Christians with the chance to play 

a unique role in their country’s future. How will they engage 

with populism?

It was unforeseen. In autumn 2018, the French population saw 

a revolt movement rise up, which would continue uninterrupt-

ed for many months ahead. What began as a rebellion against 

a new petrol tax to finance ecological transition turned into a 

lower-middle class deep cultural and political revolt against the 

so-called urban, globalised elites, their perceived world-views 

and lifestyles. 

In the streets, the demonstrators carried placards and 

tagged graffiti on the street walls of Paris. The messages in-

cluded the following: “S’ils se taisent, les pierres crieront. — 

Luc XIX, 40.” (“Even if they remain silent, the stones will 

cry out — Luke 19:40”). It is rare to see graffitied Bible verses 

in Paris. It is even rarer for political protesters to appropriate 
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scripture from the Gospel, the very words of Jesus, to express 

their struggle. 

France offers a very interesting perspective on the so-

cio-political transformations of the West, and Europe more 

specifically: the impressive fragmentation of society, and the 

deep anger of part of the population who feel left behind, com-

pared to the winners of globalisation. All this in a climate of 

advanced secularisation, did not lead to generalised atheism, 

but—paradoxically—made Christians key bearers of France’s 

historical and identity heritage. Christianity remains one of the 

most intact structuring elements of French society even to this 

day, despite its state of fragmentation. Some might say that 

this is only a remnant from the past, yet Christians, although 

they reflect the complexities of French society in its populist 

situation, have a unique position and role to play. It remains 

to be seen whether they will seize it or remain silent and let the 

cornerstones of Christian history speak for them.

F R A N C E ,  T H E  “ C H U R C H ’ S  E L D E S T  D A U G H T E R ”

Before looking further at the roles of Christians today, let us 

look at how Christianity developed and then became zombi-

fied in France. The French consider that one of the defining 

moments in their nation’s formation was when King Clovis I, 

around the year 500, requested to be baptised and from then 

on became the king of all the Franks (the peoples and tribes 

who later became the French). He was the first European king 

ever to be discipled and baptised in the orthodox universal 

faith after the Christian universal councils in the 4th and 5th 

centuries (Nicea, Constantinople and Chalcedon), which later 

owed him the title of “the Church’s eldest son.” From the late 

9th century, most kings were not only crowned as they took on 
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their charge, but also anointed with holy oil by archbishops as 

a sign of the alliance between France and its kings on one hand, 

and the Roman Catholic Church on the other. This biblically 

inspired tradition of anointing, as well as a plethora of cul-

tural artefacts, traditions, institutions and policies fashioned 

France throughout centuries. Indeed, French collective identity 

was above all defined by Catholicism and the monarchy—long 

before its language, even—, and the nation as a whole came to 

be considered as “the Church’s eldest daughter.”

The seeds of France’s fading out of national Catholicism 

were sown as the French Enlightenment developed in the 18th 

century. Rationalist voices began to critique the immense pow-

er of the Church and to write about their desire for rationality, 

free-thinking, moral permission and freedom of conscience, 

and further, to advocate institutional reform where the politi-

cal power of the church would ultimately be struck down. At 

the time, clerics formed a recognised and institutionalised class 

with legal privileges, similar to the nobility. The rationalist phi-

losophers of the French Enlightenment wrote vast amounts of 

text vehemently rejecting this power: “Let us strangle the last 

king with the guts of the last priest” (attributed to Enlighten-

ment philosopher Denis Diderot). When the revolution broke 

out towards the end of the 18th century, signs of institutional 

church dominance, and more widely even, Christianity’s pres-

ence in public life became a major issue of contention. 

From then on, the French national identity was progressively 

built by distancing itself from the Church and organised religion 

altogether. The entire 19th century was marked by an increasing 

tension between clerics in one camp, and the camp of state officials 

and rulers, most of whom were secularists. The tension culminat-

ed in the 1905 law on separation between churches and the state. 
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This law instituted the submission of the Roman Catholic 

Church to the republican order and law. Since 1905, political life 

and political culture have become increasingly secular. Republi-

can, often left-wing secularist progressivism, as well as French 

national identity have consequently been shaped by the idea 

that Christianity was essentially the domain of the church and 

of the individual’s private life. It had no place in public affairs. 

L A Ï C I T É  A N D  S E C U L A R I S A T I O N :  H O W  F R A N C E  L O S T  I T S  R E L I G I O N

France is now famous for holding to strict principles of sep-

aration between the state and organised religion, altogether 

termed laïcité. But laïcité is, itself, to be seen as one formal cog 

in a much more complex process of the state’s separation from, 

or even rejection of Christianity, with monumental effects on 

French society. Notably, this movement towards advanced sec-

ularisation has not led to generalised atheism, but to an im-

pressive fragmentation of French society, which constitutes a 

major component of today’s populist situation in the country.

In French, laïcité is originally derived from a church term 

(laïc, laïque) that was taken from the Greek word meaning 

public or of the people (laïkόs), which designates the affairs of 

the people of the church, who are not ordained and, therefore, 

have no specific institutional power within the church. Saying 

that the state is laïque or secular became a manner of saying 

that public affairs were to be led by the common people and 

that church authorities had no claim to civic affairs. This is the 

result of the conflict between institutional religion and public 

institutions which had characterised French public life since 

the Revolution and originated in 18th century Enlightenment. 

As laïcité triumphed in France, Church-State tensions came to 

characterise the national public ethos. 
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There is, of course, some irony in the use of the term laïcité. 

As a church term, its use was built on the assumption that the 

laïcs encompassed the entire population minus the clerics, and 

therefore that the French people as a whole was equivalent to 

the people of the French Church. This mark of Christianity, 

even in the rejection of Christianity, is not insignificant; it still 

characterises France today. That being said, at the same time, 

because of the state’s strict separation from religion, the coun-

try is entering a phase of its history when the fundamental ten-

sion between Catholics and secularists is giving way to a new, 

unprecedented re-structuring of French civilisation. 

The French population’s attachment to Roman Catholic 

Christianity continued to fashion its history, its culture, its 

thinking, its social organisation and its political life even af-

ter the State’s separation from the Church in 1905. But this 

legacy began to collapse with ever-increasing speed from the 

late 1960s with the Western Cultural Revolution. At that time, 

throughout the entire European-heritage Western world (most-

ly in Western Europe and North America), a movement to chal-

lenge the established order grew to the point of overturning 

political orders and leading to a series of societal reforms.225 

The reforms of the Second Vatican Council 1963–1965 

to the liturgy of the Mass and the practical theology of the 

Church and the encyclical letter of Pope Paul VI Humanæ Vitæ 

(1968) were, however, significant. Reforms included the priest 

being allowed to face the faithful, including lay people in rites 

such as reading or the Eucharist, and saying Mass in the local 

language instead of Latin. Religious obligations surrounding 

Mass attendance and personal piety were also relaxed.  Whilst 

these reforms aimed at increasing popular participation and 

were all meant to bring communal worship closer to believers, 
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instead they created a popular impression that Catholicism had 

changed and that adhesion to the practice of Catholicism had 

become optional. This had the effect of detaching French Catho-

lics from religious practice, thus bringing Catholicism closer 

to a cultural phenomenon rather than an adhesion of faith.226 

In this context, an increasingly visible gap emerged between 

the liberal opinions of French Catholics on the one hand, and 

the conservative doctrine of their Church on the other. This can 

be shown by the public’s support for liberal legislation on arti-

ficial contraception, or the subsequent success of draft laws al-

lowing divorce by mutual agreement (known in other countries 

as no-fault divorce) and de-penalising abortion, both in 1975, 

at a time when a large majority of French people still identified 

as Catholic. This trend, as well, is visible in many West Europe-

an countries. The institution, which had defined the collective 

identity of the French population for fifteen centuries, entered 

a profound crisis of moral authority, which is still raging today.

S O C I A L  F R A G M E N TA T I O N  A N D  T H E  F R E N C H  P O P U L I S T  S I T U A T I O N

In a 2019 critically-acclaimed study, L’Archipel français (“The 

French Archipelago”), political scientist Jérôme Fourquet 

demonstrates that the French exit from the “Catholic religious 

matrix” is part and parcel of a major phenomenon that today 

is causing a radical, “cultural and anthropological” change in 

French democracy. This change signals a shift in French value 

systems and world-views, which has inevitably begun to affect 

French politics. 

As discussed in chapter three, some of the most visible 

characteristics of populism as a narrative for power conquest, 

used by political entrepreneurs, are the exploitation of social 

fragmentation and the claim of identifying with the ordinary 
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people. Populists seek to make sense of a situation of distrust, 

hopelessness and loss experienced by large strands of the pop-

ulation in order to draw a portrait of the enemy (Feindbild), 

arguing that overcoming this enemy will bring some form of 

national salvation. If you live in a country of tribes whose 

worlds are increasingly distant from each other and from 

yours, how much easier will it be for you to be convinced by a 

populist discourse that a particular group or category of peo-

ple is indeed a threat to your survival, your future, and that 

of the country you love? Well, what is happening in France is 

not much different.

In France, the populist situation (populism as experienced) 

consists of two fundamental trends: the collapse of the Catho-

lic-Secular matrix that used to structure society, and the sub-

sequent fragmentation of society into multiple ‘tribes’ around 

two poles (the centre populated by the winners of globalisa-

tion, versus the periphery composed of those who have lost 

out). The religious, especially Christian, dimension of these 

two trends is significant.

What L’Archipel français reveals, is that the French Catho-

lic-Secular matrix, especially its Christian dimension, used to 

form the “invisible or unconscious bedrock” of French soci-

ety.227 It used to be supported by higher levels of religiosity 

among all classes and a general cultural alignment with nation-

al Catholicism. Yet it no longer determines people’s identities 

and common culture as it once did. As an indicator, 20% of 

new-born girls were named Marie—French for Mary, the name 

of Jesus’ mother—in 1900 and the name was represented in 

all social classes; this had fallen to 0.3% in 2015.228 It had 

shaped people’s lifestyles and their social engagement, whether 

in line with or in opposition to the Catholic Church, and it had 
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structured the French electoral and political landscape at least 

since the 19th century and until a recent time—with identifiable 

Catholic votes and Secular votes. But this is no longer so, and 

much of what remains in the country is a form of zombified 

Christianity.

To put it simply, the nation lost its point of reference. Even 

if it was linked to what had become a minority institution by 

the second half of the 20th century, the Catholic Church was 

sufficiently influential as a point of reference to also provide 

meaning to unbelief, atheism or secular self-affirmation. With-

out this reference, the entire ideological edifice of French society 

became destabilised. This partially explains why the communist 

counter-society suffered the same collapse as Catholicism.229

T H E  T W O  P O L E S

The losers in France are the populations living in rural and 

peri-urban areas, i.e., the commuter areas that are distant from 

city centres and mix rural and urban features. These areas are 

mainly made up of the lower middle classes, the lower classes 

and the poor, including farmers.230 These are often the classes 

least engaged with religious practice when they are Catholic. In 

addition, their predominant semi-skilled or low-skilled profile 

limits their access to satisfactory jobs, and many of them have 

to be content with junk jobs (i.e., jobs with low pay conditions 

and low satisfaction) in a climate of job uncertainty and a ris-

ing cost of living. These classes are worried about their future, 

about globalisation and about immigration, and feel that they 

are losing out. 

In chapters two and three, we saw that the triumph of 

neo-liberal principles in economics and politics has partially 

created the conditions for widespread resentment and distrust 
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of representative institutions—a feeling that is characteristic of 

the populist situation. Well, this hypothesis is true in the case of 

France. Neo-liberalism’s promises of prosperity, the principles 

of which have shaped the French economy since the 1990s, 

have not delivered much for these losers of globalisation. Since 

that decade, countless communities on France’s periphery ex-

perienced massive job losses due to farms and factories closing 

because of international competition or relocation. Even small 

technical or building jobs as well as parts of the service indus-

try were hit by policies which, in effect, benefited companies 

and workers outside of the country. To a large extent, globali-

sation has aided the phenomenon of social fragmentation.

In the last presidential and legislative elections, the losers’ 

vote overwhelmingly supported candidates from non-tradi-

tional radical left-wing and radical right-wing parties, respec-

tively Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s La France insoumise and Marine 

Le Pen’s Rassemblement national, two parties that implement 

a populist us versus the elite narrative in their political strate-

gies. They claim to represent the people in the face of what the 

progressive and globalist centre culturally represents.

At the other end of the scale are the urban and suburban 

populations, mainly made up of the upper-middle class, the 

well-to-do upper class and the high-income households. French 

urban centres are increasingly becoming the land of choice 

for the “higher socio-professional categories,” who are much 

more hopeful for their futures. In Paris, senior managers and 

intellectual professionals—such as engineers, teachers, scien-

tists and the qualified self-employed like architects, doctors 

and lawyers—, who represented a quarter of the city’s inhabit-

ants in 1982, have since doubled to now represent half of all its 

inhabitants. Workers and lower-level employees are deserting 



“THE REFORMS, AIMED AT INCREASING 
POPULAR PARTICIPATION AND BRINGING 

COMMUNAL WORSHIP CLOSER TO BELIEVERS, 
INSTEAD CREATED A POPULAR IMPRESSION 
THAT CATHOLICISM HAD CHANGED AND THAT 
ADHESION TO THE PRACTICE OF CATHOLICISM 

HAD BECOME OPTIONAL.”
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the city, which has become expensive, and a cultural secession 

is being set up: well-to-do categories frequent each other much 

more in the city, in places of leisure and culture, travel inter-

nationally, invest in and create private schools where children 

from the same social classes are concentrated, and tend to feel 

less attachment to French identity than the average citizen.231 

There is more religious practice and diversity—including irre-

ligiosity—in the urban and suburban areas of France. However, 

many of the social institutions that allowed people to mix, such 

as public schools, the military service, summer camps or youth 

movements (e.g. the Scouts), have either been abolished or are 

undergoing advanced decline232—and thus the phenomenon of 

relational decrepitude described in chapter four is visible. 

This reality is perceived by different strands of the French 

population, and mostly interpreted as a breakdown of social 

cohesion and a loss of identity of what France used to be. This 

is the essence of the French populist situation. The conditions 

are in place for a significant number of people to say that they 

no longer identify with their institutions and elites. It is uncer-

tain, to date, exactly how this phenomenon will translate into 

electoral sustainability. But it is clear that a gap is emerging 

between the centre (bringing together people who benefit from 

globalisation) and the periphery (populated by people suffering 

from the consequences of globalisation). 

Well-to-do categories of French citizen gravitate towards 

the liberal consensus described in chapter three, far more 

than those of the other societal pole. In fact, France’s social 

and cultural fragmentation reveals the existence of an elite … 

that stands out as the winner of globalisation. Members of 

this elite largely hold neo-liberal convictions: they are large-

ly convinced that France should change, open up, transform 
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and adapt to world flows of trade and culture, rather than 

believing in a protective role for the state.233 That is precisely 

the course President Emmanuel Macron is following. Since 

gaining power in 2017, Macron has consistently advanced 

these convictions. It has become clear that the values of the 

centre, the winners of globalisation, have been embodied by 

the progressive movement of Emmanuel Macron.

So far, the French situation confirms what this book 

has been saying about populism. As opposed to urbanites, 

peri-urban and rural dwellers are disproportionally hit by job 

losses in the industrial sector due to competition in the Euro-

pean and global markets, lower public expenditure and lower 

investments in public services—all promoted by neo-liberal 

policies. The Yellow Vests are in great part a manifestation 

of the social and cultural insecurity and anger of these popu-

lations. They often find themselves in de-Christianised, rural 

and peri-urban areas of the country where religious practice 

is low, roughly speaking the north, east, south-east and cen-

tre-west of Metropolitan France.234 There is much evidence to 

suggest that these French people, with lower incomes, have 

also developed a different way of life, with different cultural 

references from the upper-middle and upper classes, and dis-

tinct value systems. Among these people is a silent dissatis-

faction, compounded by the fears of middle-class populations 

that their own situation too is becoming more fragile. The 

fragmentation of French society is also intensified by its eth-

no-cultural and religious diversity. 

The dividing lines between centre and periphery are mul-

tiple and unclear. Everything suggests that the transformations 

taking place in French society are monumental and are like a 

slow and profound cultural revolution. This being said, it is 
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interesting to notice that Christians can be found at both poles 

of this fragmentation. It means that Christians perceive this 

revolution differently, and yet it presents them with the chance 

to play distinct roles. 

C H R I S T I A N S ’  U N I Q U E  R O L E S  I N  T H E  F R E N C H  P O P U L I S T  S I T U A T I O N

Not all peripheries have become de-Christianised. Even though 

the decline of the practice and profession of Catholic faith is 

advanced, the shadow cast by Catholicism continues to be felt 

sociologically in various regions and settings in France—of-

ten in the country’s peripheries. To summarise the idea of a 

religion whose effects continue to significantly influence peo-

ple despite its virtual metaphysical disappearance, Hervé Le 

Bras (a demographer and historian) and Emmanuel Todd (an 

anthropologist and historian) developed the concept of zom-

bie Catholicism—a sort of sociological remanence of religion 

without much corresponding living faith.235 

A zombie is a corpse, a dead body, that keeps moving and 

getting noticed wherever it goes. It is certainly an exaggeration 

to talk about the death, corpse and disappearance of Cathol-

icism in France. We will see here that in reality, much more 

than institutions, Christians as individuals have agency and 

they have particularly relevant roles in influencing the meaning 

given by the French to their populist situation.

Zombie Christianity actually births positive attitudes 

amongst the French when compared to the grim background 

of the French populist situation. It is found in regions with a 

stronger Catholic (and, in some cases, Protestant) heritage and 

tradition, where one can observe, for example, better educa-

tional achievements or fertility rates (often a sign of hope in 

the future). People have a better sense of being rooted in the 
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context of globalisation and, therefore, can operate better in 

it. Youth unemployment is at lower levels and families main-

tain comparably more solid ties. The regions affected by zom-

bie Christianity, in fact, exhibit greater social cohesion and, 

therefore, greater solidarity and resilience in the face of life’s 

difficulties, even on France’s periphery. These are places with 

higher levels of civic and social volunteering, whereas more 

dependency on the state is found in regions with a stronger 

secular heritage. This surplus of social capital, inherited from a 

stronger Christian ethos, means that these people would there-

fore in principle be less severely affected by the socio-econom-

ic difficulties affecting the middle and lower classes and the 

weakening of the welfare state, which plays a significant role 

in the rise of populism not only in France, but in Europe in 

general. The French populist situation and revolt cannot be 

disentangled from their cultural and religious dimension. 

One might think that these positions would contribute 

largely to populist right-wing proposals inspired by nativism, 

the political ideology which holds that states should mainly or 

exclusively be inhabited by, or pursue the interests of, those 

who belong to a social group defined as native. Yet it seems 

that the strategy of the Rassemblement national (National Ral-

ly, formerly known as National Front), a populist and right-

wing nativist party, chose not to align itself with Christian 

opinions. At the same time over the last ten years, politicians 

from the centre-right, especially among Les Républicains (and 

including former President Nicolas Sarkozy), have repeatedly 

sought to get the zombie’s vote by showing explicit sympathy 

or alignment, or voicing support for the Christian ethos. This 

has helped blur the lines between the National Front and the 

classical centre-right parties.
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In fact, very interesting distinctions appear between specific 

profiles of committed Christians and their voting patterns.236 

They overlap and intersect with the complexity of the French 

political and cultural landscape in its populist situation. At 

the same time, they form a community of faith (for those who 

profess it), whose members profile themselves into different 

groups which, for the most part, are represented in a variety of 

tribes that make up today’s fragmented France:

G R O U P  1 .  Marginal practice and socio-political closed-ness. 

A significant minority of non-practicing believers attached 

to Christian culture and folklore, most often from the lower 

middle and lower classes, who vote overwhelmingly for cen-

tre-right and notably populist far right candidates, and who 

voice strong distrust of immigrants. These are the traits of the 

periphery discussed above, with a historically higher vote for 

the far right. These are the most populist-supportive Chris-

tians, but even so, they have no more support for them than 

the national average.

G R O U P  2 .  A second group consists of seasonal worship-

pers (26% of Catholics), who hail from all social classes. These 

Christians of low practice are very open in their attitude to-

wards immigrants and they massively reject the far right.

G R O U P  3 .  A third group consists of high practitioners with 

socio-political openness. That group covers all social classes 

and tends to be active in organisational and representative 

religious structures. Among Catholics they include one-third 

of left-leaning believers, but also centre-right and right-wing 

supporters. Most of them are nevertheless opposed to the far 

right. Many Evangelicals, who are generally more urban and 

ethnically diverse, fit this profile.
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G R O U P  4 .  Other Christians of high practice and socio-po-

litical closed-ness include Catholic Observants (Charismatics 

and Traditionalists). They tend to be most aware of the mi-

nority status of their faith in France and maintain a conserva-

tive, bourgeois lifestyle. They are currently the most active in 

engaging in the French populist situation, especially through 

‘meta-political’ forms of engagement (intellectual movements, 

civic activism and especially, online presence). This trend of 

believers who support conservative or right-wing parties also 

includes professing Protestants. 

G R O U P  5 .  Very close to the previous category (high practice 

and socio-political closed-ness) and hailing from a wider vari-

ety of classes, we find other Christians with a strong personal 

faith. This includes Catholics and Evangelicals, presumably 

from urban and peri-urban areas. In this cohort of right-wing 

voters, some support the far right, including some Evangeli-

cals, which is a recent development.

G R O U P  6 .  The last group includes Christians who prefer 

non-conformist but regular religious practice (among Catho-

lics, those who prefer small group prayer or bible study to 

Mass, for instance). They have a high commitment to social, 

humanitarian or environmental causes as an expression of their 

faith. These are more urban and/or more educated, open-mind-

ed, left-leaning believers. Interestingly, they also exhibit closed-

ness with regard to immigration. They predominantly support 

centre-left or centre-right parties, but to a limited degree are 

also receptive to the far right’s platform.

Committed Catholics, i.e., people connected to some extent to 

the life of the Church, represent 23% of the French popula-

tion.237 Other Christians, Protestants in particular (the third 
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largest faith community after Islam), amount to a bit more than 

2% of the population. But as we have seen, not all Christians 

are practicing believers—who go to church or demonstrate 

personal or communal piety even if only on a seasonal basis. 

C O N C L U S I O N

The populist situation experienced by the French has opened 

the way to populist political proposals. In this chapter we have 

chosen to take a look at that situation more closely, and the 

specific roles of Christianity and Christians in that context. 

We have seen that, after fifteen centuries during which 

Christianity became the structuring matrix and bedrock of 

French civilisation, today Christianity has been marginalised, 

but its historic legacy lives on in a zombie state. It has been 

squeezed out of the social sphere by advanced secularisation, 

which is giving rise to an unprecedented fragmentation around 

two poles: the centre, made up of hopeful urbanites, especial-

ly globalised elites benefitting from globalisation, and the pe-

riphery, made up of lower-middle and lower classes who lost 

out and are distrustful about the future and representative 

authorities. For these people, the European construction, the 

deregulation of many sectors and the opening of borders to 

capital, goods and immigrants are not perceived as failing to 

bring about anything good, but rather as causing a painful de-

terioration in their living conditions. These voters have turned 

to those candidates who most vigorously promise to put a stop 

to this decade-long downward spiral. Around these poles, the 

ideological structure remains very unstable, and it is difficult to 

predict how it will translate into political sustainability. 

But… is there a sign that, in the French populist context, 

Zombie Christianity may come back to life? We have seen that 
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Christian profiles overlap and intersect with the complexity of 

the French political and cultural landscape in its populist situa-

tion. It is quite striking to note how the diversity of Christians’ 

socio-political profiles offers them a remarkable potential for 

dialogue, as part of one community, around the themes of the 

French populist situation. One should also note that level of 

practice, which is used as a measure of commitment to one’s 

faith, actually influences the believers’ socio-political attitudes 

and views. Evangelical Protestants stand out among all Chris-

tians because of exceptionally high levels of regular practice of 

their faith (more than 90%, compared with 25% of commit-

ted Catholics238), which means that they are overrepresented 

among practicing believers (almost one in four French people 

with an active life of Christian faith is a Protestant).

It may be thought that seasonal practitioners (Group 

2, above), who cultivate a more cultural relationship with 

the Christian faith, may well understand and interact with 

non-practicing cultural Christians (Group 1). Seasonal prac-

titioners bring together people from all social backgrounds, 

which is all the more interesting in terms of dialogue, as Group 

1 strongly reflects the characteristics of those who have lost in 

the face of globalisation, who support the narratives of pop-

ulist political entrepreneurs, are angry and lack trust towards 

their representative institutions.

Non-conformists (Group 6, above) can probably get along 

well with Christians who are regular practitioners and open to 

the world (Group 3), especially when it comes to social, hu-

manitarian and environmental values. They can undoubtedly 

instil in them a greater taste for practical action and enhance 

even more social cohesion, which is all the more interesting as 

Group 3 are represented in all the socio-professional classes of 
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the country. On the other hand, Group 6’s potential can also be 

seen in the matter of hostility towards immigration. This is cer-

tainly an issue on which the Observant may find a listening ear 

among their Group 6 Christian brothers and sisters, so much 

so that the non-conformists are a bridge between three other 

very committed Christian profiles who differ socio-politically 

(Group 3, and Groups 4 and 5).

It goes without saying that the benefits of these conversa-

tions are relevant for the entire French population given the 

populist situation in which they find themselves. Christians, 

therefore have among their numbers enough bases from which 

to drive a positive turn in the populist situation: through a con-

structive exchange of views, a better understanding of what 

various categories of the population are experiencing, and a 

generally more positive attitude towards the future—and not 

only in urban centres, but also in the periphery of France—as 

demonstrated above.

So, all in all, there is reason to significantly nuance our 

considerations about the French populist situation as we look 

at its religious dimensions. Indeed, the French populist situa-

tion and revolt cannot be disentangled from their cultural and 

religious dimensions. There is a risk of being overly quick to 

make judgments about the disappearance of Christianity from 

the French landscape, or for that matter, the western European 

landscape. And a risk, as a consequence, of underestimating 

the persistent influence of Christians, which remains real, even 

disproportionately so in relation to their now minority status.

It is reasonable to think that with a sufficient dose of 

awareness, one-quarter of French society, which claims to be 

Christian and lives in connection with the world of the Church-

es, and in particular the nearly 5 million committed and regu-
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lar practicing Christians, in all their diversity, motivated by the 

same world-view and similar convictions, perhaps even driven 

by a sense of fraternity and a collective consciousness of being 

a minority in society, will in fact be equipped to bring a posi-

tive turn for their country’s populist situation. This would take 

the courage of engaging with counter-current views. But that, 

after all, is the essence of liberal pluralism.
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C H A P T E R  T E N

‘ THE DOG THAT DIDN’T BARK’: 
CHRIST IAN POPUL ISM IN THE UK

Nick Spencer

“There is only one political party that Christians can support 

without betraying the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

BR I T I S H  N AT I O N A L  PA R T Y,  E L E C T I O N  L E A F L E T ,  2 010

“Is there any other point to which you would wish to draw 

my attention?” 

“To the curious incident of the dog in the night-time.” 

“The dog did nothing in the night-time.” 

“That was the curious incident,” remarked Sherlock Holmes. 

A R T H U R  C ON A N  D O Y L E , 

‘ T H E  A D V E N T U R E  O F  S I LV E R  B L A Z E ’ , T H E  M EMO I R S  O F  S H E R L O C K  H O L M E S

 

In the story of European Christian populism in the 21st cen-

tury, the United Kingdom offers a highly interesting—because 

anomalous—example. On the surface, the UK has all the in-

gredients for a major and influential Christian populist move-

ment. And yet Christian populism has been noticeable in the 

UK largely on account of its absence. It was, to use a phrase 

made popular by the legendary detective Sherlock Holmes 

and quoted above, the dog that didn’t bark—a creature that 
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did not make a noise precisely when we would have expected 

it to. This chapter explores why. It begins by outlining the 

seemingly propitious conditions for Christian populism in 

Britain, before looking at the somewhat more anaemic reality. 

It then proffers some suggestions as to why this has been the 

case before concluding by asking whether there is anything 

we can learn from this. 

T H E  P E R F E C T  S T O R M

Every populist movement has its own particular characteris-

tics, as, within that, will every one that draws on Christian 

history, language and imagery to legitimise itself. There is no 

precise formula. That recognised, there are certain ingredi-

ents that make Christian populism—used here to mean the 

emergence of populist parties that have framed their identi-

ty, values and goals using Christian language and imagery—

more rather than less likely. The peculiarity of the UK is that 

it has these in riches.

H I S T O R I C A L  P R E C O N D I T I O N S

Both England and Britain owe their existence as political, as 

opposed to geographic or ethnic, entities to Christianity.239 

When Pope Gregory sent his missionaries to the English peo-

ple in the late sixth century, the English people did not exist. 

In its place were numerous separate, militaristic kingdoms 

that lived in a state of more or less constant conflict. Conceiv-

ing of them as a single unit and sending his missionaries to 

them all was a momentous move on Gregory’s part, causing 

one recent historian to remark provocatively that “the Eng-

lish owe their existence as a people, or at least the recognition 

of it, to the papacy.”240 
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Over a millennium later, it was Christianity, or more pre-

cisely Protestantism, that forged the nascent nation of Britain 

in the 18th century.241 The so-called Glorious Revolution, Bill 

of Rights and Act of Toleration, all of 1688/89, helped forge 

a culture of (comparative) freedom, toleration, limited king-

ship, and parliamentary privilege, which were often justified in 

theological terms and symbolically and ceremonially anchored 

within the nation’s Protestantism. In a similar way, Protestant-

ism became essential to the establishing of a common identity 

following the Act of Union, in 1707, which joined the kingdoms 

of Scotland and England to become Great Britain. In the words 

of the historian Linda Colley, “Protestantism was the foun-

dation that made the invention of Great Britain possible.”242  

Historically, Christianity runs central to the national iden-

tity, something that is (literally) built into the fabric of the 

country through the Coronation (a service dating back over a 

thousand years, retaining the same basic structure, being locat-

ed in a Christian church, presided over by a Christian minister 

and based on the service of the Eucharist) and the Houses of 

Parliament (with the four national patron saints, and verses 

of scripture engraved into the Central Lobby of the building). 

In short, England and Britain (and latterly the UK, including 

its now most-practicing Christian nation, Northern Ireland) 

are replete with precisely the kind of ancient Christian history, 

identity and symbolism that Christian populists like to appro-

priate and manipulate.

C O N T E M P O R A R Y  P R E C O N D I T I O N S

If history lends itself to Christian populism, so do more re-

cent events. Once again, there is no precise formula for the 

generation of populism, but certain factors—immigration, asy-
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lum, Islam, terrorism, nostalgia, negativity about the future—

certainly act as catalysts.

The UK, like most other countries in Europe, has experi-

enced record levels of immigration over recent years. Net in-

ward migration rose from around 13,000 in 1992 to 163,000 

in 1999, to over a quarter of million in 2010. A brief, relatively 

small decline followed, after which, in spite of Conservative 

party promises to the contrary, levels started to rise again, now 

to new record heights of around a third of a million just before 

the Brexit vote.243  Approximately one in eight people living in 

Britain today was not born in the country.

Immigration is a particular driver of national populism, 

but high levels of asylum seekers and refugees are also an issue 

(even if the absolute numbers here are considerably smaller). In 

the UK, the number of asylum applications peaked in 2001 at 

82,000 (103,000 including dependents) and has subsequently 

fallen to between 20-30,000 today. However, coverage of the 

issue was always, and remains, disproportionately loud, as pe-

riodic stories of handfuls of asylum seekers washing up on the 

south coast illustrates. Asylum may not be a big issue, but it is 

felt to be a big issue.

If immigration (and asylum) form the bedrock of Chris-

tian national populism, Islam is its peak, with such populists 

reaching for Christianity as a like-for-like weapon to counter 

the perceived threat of Islam. According to the 2011 National 

Census, 5% of people in England and Wales were Muslim, a 

figure that is forecast (by the Pew Forum) to rise to nearly 17% 

by 2050. Whether or not this does indeed constitute a ‘threat’ 

to British culture, and whether the existing Muslim population 

is currently a threat—or at least antipathetic to—aspects of 

contemporary British liberalism, is much, and loudly debated.
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The figures, and the debate, are, however, distorted by (the per-

ception of) Islamic terrorism. Whereas the number of people 

killed in the UK through acts of Islamic terrorism is miniscule, 

and way below the numbers that were killed in terrorist attacks 

during the Troubles in Northern Ireland, the huge coverage 

and widespread fear they generate, plus the way in which UK 

audiences have become highly sensitive to Islamist terrorist 

attacks overseas, means actual figures and fatalities notwith-

standing, Islamic terrorism is the best recruiting sergeant for 

Christian populism.244

To this potent mix, we might briefly add mention of the 

growing sense of distrust and despondency among the Brit-

ish public over recent years, accompanied by a palpable sense 

of nostalgia. According to one survey, nearly three quarters 

(71%) of Britons believe their communities have declined over 

the course of their lifetimes, and 55% think that job oppor-

tunities have shrunk.245 Overall—whether on account of its 

Christian history, immigration levels, perception of asylum, 

anxiety about Islam, fears of terrorism, or a general sense of 

national decline—the UK has the ingredients for successful 

Christian populism. 

T H E  D O G  T H A T  D I D N ’ T  B A R K

Although it is a mistake to dismiss or downplay any forms of 

populism that hijack the message of Christianity for aggressive 

or exclusionary political purposes, it is fair to say that what at-

tempts there have been to garner a kind of Christian populism 

in the UK have been half-hearted affairs that have met with 

almost complete failure.

This is partly on account of the broader, contextual, elec-

toral factors. The first-past-the-post system for British General 
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Elections acts as a major deterrent to new political entrants, 

and retardant to minor ones (hence, the greater success of pop-

ulist parties like UKIP or the new Brexit Party in European 

elections).

Be that as it may, there have been parties that have at-

tempted to combine a populist approach—appealing to the 

people over and above the system, the establishment, or the 

elites—with a xenophobic or openly racist agenda, and the lan-

guage and symbolism of Christianity.

The British National Party (BNP) had its origins in an 

openly fascist movement, and was clear in its belief that it 

was working for “the people,” the people being white and 

indigenous, its policies advocating the voluntary repatriation 

of immigrants and ethnic minorities. Although it made some 

electoral inroads in local politics in the mid-2000s, almost got 

a candidate elected in the 2008 London Mayoral elections, 

and had its leader appear, controversially, on the BBC flagship 

current affairs programme Question Time in 2009, the party 

faded away at the 2012 local elections.

The party made one or two half-hearted attempts to hitch 

their political wagon to a Christian horse. Particularly under 

its most prominent leader Nick Griffin, it tried to claim that 

it stood for Christian values, against multiculturalism, Islam 

and political correctness. In 2006, it called for the re-introduc-

tion of morning school assemblies based on Christian worship 

and few years later, in response to a spat with the Church of 

England, it ran a poster, somewhat improbably quoting Jesus 

from John’s Gospel: “if they have persecuted me, they will also 

persecute you.” Its 2010 General Election leaflet claimed that 

“there is only one political party that Christians can support 

without betraying the Lord Jesus Christ.” The reasons for this, 
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the leaflet went on to say, were that the party was “opposed 

to abortion and the teaching of homosexuality to children,” 

supported “the institution of marriage and the traditional fam-

ily” and was “opposed to political correctness and the creep-

ing Islamification of Britain.” Generally speaking, however, the 

BNP’s Christianity was thin and unpersuasive and, at least ac-

cording to one commentator, party members had a “rather am-

bivalent attitude toward Christian belief and religious themes 

in general.”246

Further right and even nastier than the BNP, the English 

Defence League (EDL) eschewed even the tiny fig leaf of main-

stream politics that the BNP tried to wear during its years 

of prominence, and was open about its racist and aggressive 

stance especially to Muslims. More recent than the BNP—it 

was founded in 2009 by a former BNP member—the EDL also 

made a pitch for the Christian vote, primarily on unapologeti-

cally Islamophobic grounds, in part by occupying territory va-

cated by the implosion of the BNP.

The EDL was (and is) aggressively anti-Muslim and uses 

Christian language, signs and phrases to make its point. Its 

logo is a cross, of the St George’s variety, and its motto is “In 

hoc signo vinces,” translated as “in this sign you will conquer,” 

the message written in the sky for the emperor Constantine 

before his epochal battle at Milvian Bridge, which was the 

first step towards the Christianisation of the Empire and of 

Europe. The EDL justified its Islamophobia on the grounds 

that Muslims were killing Christians in a holy war across the 

world, and alongside Britain First, a splinter fascist group, it 

organised street protests, which it called Christian patrols, in 

heavily populated Islamic areas. As with the BNP, there is little 

evidence that this Christianity was anything more than flag-
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deep.247 According to one analysis, very few members regarded 

themselves as Christian, and indeed most had an ambivalent 

view of Christianity, presumably for reasons that we will dis-

cuss in the following section.248

The BNP and EDL have been the most easily identifiable 

populist parties in the UK, with their simplistic championing 

of a (ethnically homogenous) people over and against real, ex-

aggerated and imagined threats. No other party quite fits that 

description though some might have done. 

UKIP is a specifically anti-European party with a strong 

(but not ethnically) nationalistic flavour to it. Whether tech-

nically populist or not, it has made a more sustained pitch for 

the Christian vote than either the BNP or EDL and could, in 

other circumstances, have become the Christian populist par-

ty in the UK. Its most prominent leader, Nigel Farage, made 

several pledges to protect Christian rights in the UK writing 

the Foreword to a Christian manifesto in the 2015 General 

Election in which he said that Britain needed “a much more 

muscular defence of our Christian heritage and our Chris-

tian Constitution.”249 This was Christian populist rhetoric par 

excellence, and the fact that Britain was a Christian country 

that needed recognising and defending was a popular motif 

among supporters.250 The party had an affiliated Christian or-

ganisation—Christian soldiers of UKIP251—and a number of 

high(ish) profile Christian members who made clear defences 

of the party’s Christian credentials.252 However, a number of 

factors—not least the fact that the party’s leader and spokes-

man, Nigel Farage, had minimal personal interest in Christiani-

ty—prevented this Christian populism from going mainstream.

More fringe than UKIP are the various Christian parties 

that have swum in the shallows of British politics over the last 
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20 years. Most substantially, the Christian Peoples Alliance 

was founded in 1999, having sprung from the 1990s Move-

ment for Christian Democracy. Although making a clear pitch 

for a Christian identity and the Christian vote, CPA was nev-

er intended to be a populist party so much as an attempt to 

launch what had heretofore been absent in the UK, namely a 

Christian Democratic party. Splintering from the CPA in 2004, 

the Christian Party was more focused on its Christian identi-

ty, registering with the Electoral Commission under the name 

‘Christian Party “Proclaiming Christ’s Lordship!”’ Neither it 

nor the CPA gained much electoral support, however, the latter 

gained a few local government seats and missed out on a seat 

in the London Assembly in 2004. 

Overall, therefore, in spite of varying attempts to capture 

the Christian voice and vote, a variety of UK political parties, 

some more obviously populist than others, have failed to do 

so. In spite of the seemingly propitious circumstances outlined 

in the first part of this chapter, there has been no movement 

of Christian populism in the UK, and certainly none that has 

achieved any democratic, let alone electoral success. The ques-

tion is why.

T H E  F A I L U R E  O F  B R I T I S H  C H R I S T I A N  P O P U L I S M

There are two obvious reasons why Christian populism has 

never taken in Britain – neither of which are, in fact, as obvious 

as all that.

The first is simply the lack of Christians. Figures for the 

differing levels of Christian commitment in the UK are not 

straightforward, but the general pattern is toward decline. 

Christian affiliation is still the majority position but only just, 

and best estimates are that it will no longer be so by the time 
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of the next national census in 2021.253 Church attendance is 

somewhat harder to calculate accurately, but best estimates 

show that around 4.2 million people attend church each week 

in the UK.254 These figures have been declining too, although 

not at the rate that affiliation has. 

To judge this an obvious reason for the failure of Chris-

tian populism, however, is to misunderstand the very nature 

of Christian populism, and to assume that it needs, and feeds 

on, genuine Christian belief. If anything, the opposite is true 

and Christian populists are less likely to be active believers 

than the population as a whole. Tobias Cremer, a doctoral 

student at Cambridge University who researches populism 

in Europe, has found that amongst PEGIDA supporters in 

Germany, the proportion of irreligious people is higher than 

in the population as a whole, and even higher than the pop-

ulation average of the former East Germany, one of the least 

religious places on the continent. Similarly, by the reckoning 

of a 2010 poll in France, “only 5 per cent of French Evangel-

icals vote for the Front National, as opposed to 38 per cent 

of traditional [i.e. nominal/ affiliated] Lutherans in Alsace.” 

The idea that it is non-believers who are powering Christian 

populism is far-fetched, but what these data suggest is that 

Christian populism is less driven by Christian faith that than 

it is by Christian nominalism. 

It is those who affiliate to a Christian identity, without also 

necessarily holding to belief in the gospel or being committed 

to the pastoral life of the local congregation, who are most 

likely to warm to the rhetoric of Christian heritage, roots, val-

ues, principles, and people.255 Low churchgoing is no bar to 

Christian populism; it may even be a prerequisite. That being 

so, the UK should be especially vulnerable to Christian pop-
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ulism, with its small pool of churchgoers and its rather larger 

one of Christian nominalists. 

The second obvious reason lies in the fact that Muslim 

immigration, that great engine of Christian populism in conti-

nental Europe, has in fact been comparatively low in the UK. 

According to the Pew Research Centre, less than half (est. 43 

per cent) of all migrants to the UK between mid-2010 and mid-

2016 were Muslims. The UK Muslim population is propor-

tionally lower than that of Belgium, France, Netherlands, Swe-

den and Germany.256 Compared to the number of Syrian refu-

gees taken by other European countries, notably Germany, the 

UK has received relatively few over recent years. Moreover, the 

greatest recruiting sergeant for populism, acts of Islamic terror-

ism, have been comparatively few and small scale in the UK.

Alas, this reason confuses facts with the perceptions that 

do so much to drive populism. However high the Muslim pop-

ulation of the UK stands, the public perception is that it is three 

times greater. Although few have been killed in acts of Islamic 

terrorism on UK soil, the level of media coverage and com-

mentary on them has been vastly greater. However much the 

facts and figures about Islam in the UK might actually serve as 

a deterrent to Christian populism, the perception and coverage 

of them suggest otherwise.257 In other words, we need to look 

elsewhere. The obvious reasons do not do the job.

It is always difficult to prove a negative—in this instance 

to demonstrate conclusively why there has been no compara-

ble rise in Christian populism in the UK—but I would like to 

suggest there are three reasons—none sufficient in itself but, 

combined, a powerful force—that have acted as a deterrent 

for Christian populism. These are the structure, culture and 

rhetoric of British Christianity.
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S T R U C T U R E

The first is the particular make-up of the Christian landscape 

itself, and in particular two key features. At the risk of gen-

eralisation, British Christianity is both highly centralised and 

highly diffuse. 

England and, in a different way, Scotland both have estab-

lished churches. Twenty-six bishops sit by right in the House of 

Lords. Parliament begins with prayers every day. The monarch 

is bound to be Christian (and in the current longstanding ex-

ample actually is). A quarter of all state primary and 200 state 

secondary schools in England are Church of England schools. 

More than 2,000 Catholic schools, and over 500 independ-

ent schools claim some kind of Christian foundation or ethos. 

These are the kinds of facts that drive secularists to distraction, 

but their very existence means two things. The first is that it 

is very difficult to work up a narrative of alienation on which 

Christian populism feeds. The second we will turn to shortly. 

The second structural point is ironic given the first. For 

all that the established churches are at the heart of the Brit-

ish political system, their congregations are among those most 

rapidly declining. Rather, in their place and where the UK is 

seeing the fastest growth, is in independent churches and in 

particular those independent churches that are associated with 

black and ethnic minority congregations. Reliable and accurate 

figures here are perilously difficult to come by, but according to 

the British Social Attitudes survey for 2009/10, 20% of people 

who said they were regular churchgoers were Anglican, 24% 

Catholic, and 37% other Christian denomination.258 

This matters for the debate around Christian populism be-

cause, just as it is harder to work up a national narrative of 

Christian alienation when you have an established church and 
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an ecclesiastic presence at the heart of the nation, so it is harder 

to work up a Christian populist narrative aimed at outsiders 

when so many British Christians are themselves outsiders.

C U L T U R E

A second deterrent to Christian populism can be found in the 

peculiar nature of public and political Christianity in the UK. 

This might be evidenced in a number of ways, but I will high-

light two in particular. 

The UK never developed a Christian political party as 

many continental European countries did, partly because, in a 

sense, it already had three. Put another way, the major British 

political parties of the 20th century each had close relationships 

with different Christian denominations, the Conservatives with 

Anglicans, Labour with Catholics and some nonconformists, 

and the Liberal party with nonconformists. This has waxed 

and waned (though mainly waned) over the decades, but it has 

meant that there is a serious and significant Christian presence 

across the political parties, with lively Christian groups active 

in all of the mainstream parties. As with the structural points 

above, this makes the capturing of the Christian vote, agenda 

or rhetoric by one party, or one political position, rather diffi-

cult. Christianity is difficult to own in this way.

A similar observation, which brings me to the second cul-

tural point, can be made with regard to the political values 

and voting behaviour of UK Christians. The idea that there is 

a bloc religious vote, which can be delivered to party strate-

gists by unscrupulous pastors on election day is something of 

a myth peddled by secularists who like reasonable people to be 

very afraid of religious politics. Even America, the archetype 

of all such theo-political machinations, is not as monochrome 
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as that. The UK is still more diverse, as Voting and Values, 

the report I co-authored with Ben Clements, indicates.259 This 

showed not only a spread of political opinion among Chris-

tians but that (in 2011 at least) the only group securely in the 

right-authoritarian quadrant, the one most commonly associ-

ated with national populism, was the “nominal non-Christian” 

religious group (i.e. those who said they belonged to another 

religion, but didn’t attend services regularly). 

More recent polling work, with regard to the Brexit vote, 

showed a similar spread of Christian opinion.260 This found 

that identifying as Church of England (Anglican) was an im-

portant independent predictor of voting Leave (even when oth-

er relevant factors like age and region were taken in to consid-

eration), whereas self-defined evangelicals (in England) were 

generally more pro-EU and generally internationalist in out-

look.261 In short, both the public and political culture of British 

Christianity mitigated against the easy capturing of a Christian 

vote for national populist causes. The reasons for this are mat-

ters for speculation, but will no doubt be partly historical (as 

indicated) and partly on account of the current composition of 

UK Christianity. Either way, the culture of British Christianity, 

like its structure, acts as a retardant to Christian populism.

R H E T O R I C

The third reason, rhetoric, brings us back to the observation 

left hanging in the section on structure. A structurally estab-

lished church might help retard the narrative of Christian 

alienation, but that is surely not enough in itself to prevent 

Christian populism. Here, a decisive factor has been the insist-

ent, determined and co-ordinated effort of church leaders to 

counter Christian populist rhetoric. The failure of the EDL’s 
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and the BNP’s Christian landgrab was due in significant meas-

ure to the concerted ecclesiastical response. In the time of the 

latter’s heyday, the Church of England, Catholic Bishops Con-

ference of England and Wales, the Methodist Church, the ecu-

menical instrument Churches Together in Britain and Ireland, 

other formal Christian organisations, and many more local 

ones, spoke out vigorously against the BNP’s politics. After the 

2008 London Assembly election, in which the BNP polled over 

5% of votes, it was leaked that several Christian ministers were 

party members. In response, the Church of England’s General 

Synod voted overwhelmingly in favour of banning Anglican 

clergy from belonging to the party—provoking the BNP’s Jesus 

poster mentioned above. From the national stage to a myriad 

of local ones,262 church leaders worked against populist and 

especially xenophobic populist parties. 

In reality, this is more than rhetoric: it’s theology. Church 

leaders did not speak out against the BNP and EDL, and in 

particular their attempted appropriation of Christian lan-

guage, for rhetorical reasons. They did so because it stood 

against what they knew the Gospel to mean. Either way, it 

was the fact that they spoke out—repeatedly, insistently, and 

together—that helped undermine populist attempts to capture 

the Christian vote.

A similar, if less significant point, might be made about 

the general lack of Christian populist rhetoric among political 

leaders in the UK. One must be very careful here. The Mighty 

and the Almighty, a detailed study of global political leaders 

of the last 40 years and their Christian faith, which I edited 

and which included chapters on British Prime Ministers Mar-

garet Thatcher, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown, David Cameron, 

and Theresa May found that David Cameron was second only 
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to Margaret Thatcher in his use of Christian rhetoric and in-

deed, outdid her when he was in office. He spoke regularly 

and enthusiastically about Britain being a Christian nation in 

spite—or perhaps because—of the fact that his own faith was, 

by his own admission, somewhat tepid.263 

However, Cameron was not a populist politician and 

indeed, as a recent study on the populist rhetoric of leading 

politicians indicates, he was among those political figures 

who largely escape the charge of populist rhetoric (alongside 

other prominent Christian Prime Ministers like Brown and 

Blair).264 Just as church leaders not only eschewed but under-

mined Christian populist rhetoric, so Christian political leaders 

avoided it too. 

C O N C L U S I O N :  W H A T  C A N  W E  L E A R N ?

There are two wrong ways of reading the argument in this 

chapter, and one right one. 

The first wrong way is to read into its arguments, smug-

ness or self-satisfaction. The UK, much to the envy of less hap-

py lands as Shakespeare might have put it, has been largely 

free of the scourge of Christian populism. Well done you Brits! 

The fact is Christian populism has, for the most part, been 

the dog that didn’t bark in the UK. But that does not mean it 

could not, and nor does it mean the UK has been entirely free 

of the kind of inhospitable and exclusionary Christian rhetoric 

that has been a feature of the last decade. There is no room for 

complacency here.

The second wrong way is to read, digest and seek to imi-

tate the reasons here offered for the lack of Christian populism 

in other contexts. If, as I have posited, one of the reasons why 

England, specifically, has not seen much Christian populist suc-
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cess is the existence of an established church, or the presence 

(and growth) of independent churches, that hardly constitutes 

a good argument to (re-)establish churches across Europe, or 

to encourage Christian migrants. These elements are not, and 

should not be, directly replicable. Policy initiatives should be 

made on their own merits, rather than on any potential retard-

ing impact that they might have on national populism.

In contrast with these, the right way to read this argument 

is, I believe, to pick up and develop the point made about 

the lack of Christian populist rhetoric among church leaders 

(and, to a lesser extent, Christian politicians): namely, this is 

about more than tactics. At its heart, it’s theological. The way 

in which Christian populists have hijacked Christian language 

and themes over recent years is as powerful an argument as one 

could hope for, for an intelligent, theologically-literate Chris-

tian presence in public debate. Moreover, it underlines the vul-

nerability of well-meaning secularism that seeks a level playing 

field for political activity. 

If that playing field is built at the expense of banning Chris-

tian, religious and indeed other comprehensive doctrines to the 

shadows, we will get not a political debate governed by pure 

reason and illusory neutrality. Rather, we will get one that is 

prey to atavistic impulses that have festered and been nurtured 

by a sense of injured disenfranchisement. Ultimately, the best 

answer to Christian populism is Christian theology. 
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C O N C L U D I N G  R E F L E C T I O N S

T H E  ME A SUR I NG  S T I C K

Øyvind Håbrekke & Susan Kerr

“He who allows oppression, shares the crime.” 

D E S I D E R I U S  E R A S M U S  ( C .  1 4 6 6 –15 3 6 )

There is no perfect human and so there cannot be a perfect 

political system, because humans with our egos and all of our 

imperfections form part of every political process. Neverthe-

less, as human creatures, Bretherton notes that we are political 

animals; to deny this side of us would, thus, be to not fully live, 

or not fully live in the society we may want. If we stay quiet, 

others’ interests may dominate. The growth of anti-democrat-

ic populisms in several European countries has in part arisen 

from a disengagement in politics and offers a wake-up call that 

democracy works best when we are all engaged in it, working 

towards the common good. How can we nurture life-affirming 

politics and a positive development for our planet, or in Chris-

tian terms, further God’s kingdom on earth?

Although many churches and church organisations have 

remained silent vis-à-vis extreme populism, others have made 

significant contributions to the discussion. At times, the re-

sponses have been isolated incidents, such as in 2017, when 

the lights of the gothic cathedral in Cologne, Germany were 

switched off, leaving it in the dark as a symbol of protest 
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against a PEGIDA march. In other cases, Christians have 

formed broad alliances to speak out. In September 2018, an 

ecumenical conference in Rome, where both the World Coun-

cil of Churches and the Roman Catholic Church participated, 

made a statement about migrants to remind Christians every-

where of their Christian duties on how to meet a foreigner. 

There are many other such examples of responses to antidem-

ocratic populism; this book is one such example.  

In offering concluding reflections, there can be a tempta-

tion to generalise, but this topic is too complex. Christianity 

neither offers detailed political directions nor clear ideologi-

cal maps to follow. Christianity also has many faces: Biblical 

teachings, theological works, the faith, the practice, cultural 

phenomena and so on. This explains why politicians, voters, 

authors and intellectuals from across the political spectrum 

will and do claim to be inspired by this heritage. It also shows 

why whilst some may have intense knee-jerk reactions against 

the image of Christianity portrayed by populist movements, 

others will relate affectively to populist messages on the loss of 

certain aspects of Christian culture. 

However, although Christianity does not offer political 

roadmaps, in this book we do find some useful ideas, which 

are not only guidelines that can engender healthy communi-

ties when put into practice, but which encapsulate core prin-

ciples of Christian ethics and Christian humanism. These 

ideas have already borne fruit as they were at the centre of 

the rise of liberal democracy in Europe and an impetus be-

hind the furthering of international human rights in the 20th 

century. Hence, they represent a cornerstone of the Christian 

heritage that many above-mentioned populist movements 

claim to protect. We would argue that it is within the frame-
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work of these principles, the common good, human digni-

ty, the responsibility for one’s neighbour and for the natu-

ral environment, that political discussions must be held and 

by which all political ideas must be transversally critiqued. 

Looking at Europe, and specifically at relations between 

the state and the individual, including the expectations of both 

parties, we have to answer the question of whose interests poli-

tics actually serve. As Bretherton argues, politics that serves the 

interests of the few, or even the interests of the many, is inade-

quate and cannot live up to the standard of understanding poli-

tics as a way of loving your neighbour. Or to quote Moltmann: 

“Instead of viewing ourselves as rivals, “we” and “the other” 

become love the enemy, because “he is like you”—he or she is 

human.” Taking this a step further, as Figel’ emphasises, be-

ing human is not worthless, as each human has dignity. Thus, 

solutions which fail to take this approach, do not meet the 

ethical requirements that will bring about the human flourish-

ing of each that is needed for the common good to be realised. 

If we agree with Bretherton that the main purpose of 

politics is to enrich our common life, what does this mean 

in practice in contemporary Europe? This does not mean 

that through politics, government should intervene in every 

area of our private lives—as this would strangle our free-

dom and strip our agency—but rather that politics should 

be informed by and responsive to our common concerns. In 

this context, defining the common interest and our common 

concerns, above and beyond special interests, is crucial. No 

European society is or has ever been completely homogene-

ous—as Figel’ notes, each person is unique (different from all 

others within the same society). In increasingly multicultur-

al societies, not only with greater levels of immigration, but 
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also with a growing emphasis on individuality and freedom 

of choice, our differences can be more immediately visible. 

In this vein, we would argue that inclusiveness and diversity of 

opinion in the public sphere are prerequisites for healthy public 

discourse that can enrich decision-making and avoid the tragic 

mistakes of groupthink.

Governments do, according to the logic of the democrat-

ic institutions of each state, have a specific responsibility to-

wards their own citizens. And any responsible government has 

to consider who should be allowed to live within its borders. 

Christians undoubtedly hold a variety of differing views on im-

migration policy, with some opting for more liberal and some 

for more restrictive approaches, and there will be valid rea-

sons for different approaches to the challenges of regulating 

immigration. Reducing issues of diversity to only see a security 

dimension, or a threat to social harmony or order, does how-

ever fall short of the measuring stick of the above-mentioned 

principles. When dominated by this lens, politics does not act 

for the common good, but will defend some against others, 

curtailing important fundamental freedoms and dividing socie-

ty by pitting some as more equal than others. 

Christians may disagree about national sovereignty and 

the role of international institutions. Moltmann makes a com-

pelling case for international cooperation on major global 

challenges that we face as a human family. These take many 

forms related to such diverse and complex issues as our natural 

environment, poverty, disease, conflict and injustice, and we 

must look for just—not just convenient or politically expedi-

ent—solutions. Following his line of reasoning, international 

normative pressure works when states agree to some account-

ability by their peers at a supranational level; in other words, 
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it is incompatible with extreme populist nationalism. Ngnambi 

rather argues for grassroots democracy and for the state to do 

more to protect democracy and their citizens against neolib-

eralism’s negative side effects. Both views note that our cur-

rent institutions are not up to the job, but their differing views 

also indicate that the jury is out as to whether countries should 

strengthen the state or build new global institutions. In reality, 

these are not necessarily mutually exclusive lines of reasoning, 

but they do offer distinct angles from which to reflect upon 

which political structures can best serve our common duty to 

seek humanity’s common interests. 

This book does not provide all of the answers to today or 

tomorrow’s challenges; nor does it pretend to do so. We rath-

er hope to stimulate responses. For decision-makers, wherever 

you sit on the political spectrum, we hope that this book has 

raised awareness of the importance of being willing to address 

religion in the public sphere instead of avoiding its mention. In-

deed, we ask why should populist movements carry the own-

ership of the narratives related to Europe’s Christian heritage 

to the younger generations of Europe—relatively unchallenged? 

For church leaders, we hope that this book will encourage 

a greater sensitivity to and understanding of the ways in which 

Christianity is being used by radical populists and that this will 

be shared and discussed with and within the parishes served. 

It is not any church leader’s mission to tell their congregations 

who to vote for or who not to vote for. But educating church-

going Europeans about the basic principles of Christian social 

teaching to prepare and equip churchgoers as citizens to carry 

their responsibilities when it comes to the development of the 

future of Europe is something we believe more church leaders 

can actively engage in.
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In the face of radical populism, Christian voices have had 

diverse responses. It is over-simplistic to demonise populists 

and to assume that their voters are always racist, bigoted or 

uneducated. Voters may be all of these things, but they may 

also be responding to real social concerns. The complexity 

of communicating adequate responses is well formulated by 

Schmiedel in chapter four: 

[...] reversing the populist claim to Christianity by pitting 

Christianity against populists and populists against Chris-

tianity runs the risk of confirming rather than confronting 

the patterns of populism: “this” is Christian while “that” 

is non-Christian, and—by definition—“this” and “that” 

cannot come together because these definitions draw a 

strict distinction between insiders and outsiders, the iden-

tity of Christianity and the alterity of Christianity. 

This is not to say that, reading the signs of our times and 

understanding the mistakes of modern European history, we 

should remain impotent spectators. Sometimes it may be nec-

essary, and morally right to challenge political leaders on their 

rhetoric. Indeed, when political leaders gradually implement 

policies that curtail human flourishing and introduce new lan-

guage or even blatant hate speech that legitimises fascism or 

racism in the public sphere, the Christian duty is to speak out 

against these actions. However, it would certainly be a mistake 

to think that sticking up one’s nose or stating one’s disgust to 

like-minded friends is a fait accompli. 

It has become even more of an art to speak confidently in 

the public sphere and to avoid the adverse effects of the mecha-

nisms of polarisation. It is also true that scepticism has risen vis-
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à-vis expert opinion in the political sphere and that this makes 

analysis and subsequent communication even more complex. 

However, as Augustine of Hippo (354–430) said in the City of 

God, “But it must not be supposed that folly is as powerful as 

truth, just because it can, if it likes, shout louder and longer than 

truth.” Over centuries, Christian thought and action have played 

a significant role in changing culture and enriching society: this 

has not ended with the advent of fake news and scepticism.

The European political landscape is changing. Christiani-

ty, too, is changing. Each will continue to dialectically impact 

the other in the years ahead. How they will do so, of course, 

is a question that falls on the shoulders of many actors from 

the general public to academics, to governments, to poli-

cy-makers, to churches and to their leaders. 
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G L O S S A R Y

G L O S S A RY

D E M O C R A C Y : a form of government in which citizens can freely and equally express 

their views on, participate in, and vote for, how their country should be run. 

L I B E R A L  D E M O C R A C Y : a democratic form of government in which the exercise of 

political power is limited by the rule of law, and in which individual rights and 

freedoms are officially recognised and protected.

I L L I B E R A L  D E M O C R A C Y : a partially democratic form of government in which 

elections occur, but in which power is increasingly consolidated by those in 

power, enabled by rising restrictions on citizens’ civil liberties and an erosion of 

checks and balances.

R E P R E S E N T A T I V E  D E M O C R A C Y : a democratic form of government, in which citizens 

of a country vote for government representatives to govern on their behalf.  

E C U M E N I C A L :  promoting Christian cooperation or unity amongst the whole body 

of churches.

K I N G D O M  O F  G O D : the fulfilment of God’s will on earth. 

K U L T U R K A M P F : broadly, a conflict between cultures or values systems and, in 

particular, a conflict between civil and religious authorities.

F E I N D B I L D :  a bogeyman or negative stereotype.

M A J O R I T A R I A N I S M : a system within a group whereby decisions are made by the 

majority of its members.

N A T I V I S M : the political ideology which holds that states should mainly or 

exclusively be inhabited by, or pursue the interests of, those defined as native 

and against those of immigrants, including restricting further immigration. 

N E W  N A T I O N A L I S M : a resurgence of the idea that the nation, which unites 

people of common culture or ancestry together in a sovereign state, is the best 

instrument for advancing democracy. 

P H Y L E T I S M : a conflation of church and nation.

P O P U L I S M : political ideas and actions to get support from ordinary people vis-à-

vis other segments of society. 

S O C I A L  C H A U V I N I S M : a fanatical patriotism whereby a person views their own 

nation as better than any other. 

S U P R A N A T I O N A L I S M : the placing of a large amount of power to an authority 

which is, in theory, higher than the state.
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Q U O T E S  O N  F R O N T  C O V E R :

“Bescherm onze Mensen!” Protect our people! Belgium, Vlaams Belang, 
2019 campaign for the Flemish, federal and European elections. 
“Donnons le pouvoir au peuple!” Give the power to the people! 
France, Rassemblement National, Jordan Bardella, 2019 European 
elections campaign, Twitter.
“Tanti nemici, tanto onore!” Many enemies, much honour! Italy, Lega, 
Deputy Prime Minister Matteo Salvini (citing Mussolini), 2018, Facebook.
“Mut zur Wahrheit!” Courage for the truth! Germany, Alternative für Deutschland, 
party slogan, Twitter handle, Facebook tagline, 2017 onwards.
“Pure blood, clear mind!” Poland, Protesters held a banner displaying these 
words during a rally, organised by far-right, nationalist groups, to mark the 99th 
anniversary of Polish independence, Warsaw.
“Make [this nation] great again!” US/Spain/etc., Coined by US President Ronald 
Reagan and famously reused by Donald Trump in his 2015/2016 election campaign, 
European parties such as Spanish Vox used this slogan “Hacer España Grande 
Otra Vez” in the run up to the 2019 general elections.
“Neverte médiám, príďte si vypočuť pravdu!” Don’t believe the media! Come and 
hear the truth! Slovakia, Ľudová strana Naše Slovensko, Martin Kotleba, 
2016, Advertising a party event. 
“Take back control!” United Kingdom, Brexit Party, Nigel Farage, 
Brexit campaign, 2016.
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I N  C O O P E R A T I O N  W I T H :

— Populist movements are changing the face of European 
politics. Is God a populist? looks at their strategies to 
attract voters by claiming to defend Europe's Christian 
heritage. It asks bold questions about whether these 
new populists can be trusted, to whom their Christian 
messaging appeals, and how Europe’s established parties, 
the European public and churches should respond. 

“This book raises several questions about the ‘soul of 
Europe’, but even about the soul of Christianity itself in 
Europe. The questions are burning and must be answered, 
also by the churches in Europe, but not as an abstract 
discussion about God. What does the universal message 
of Christ’s love for all, not only for ‘us’, actually mean in 
practice—when ‘they’ are not in the colonies or on other 
continents, but here? That this has consequences for 
politics based on ‘Christian values’ is obvious, and this 
book contributes substantially to this discussion.”

Rev. Dr Olav Fykse Tveit 
— General Secretary of the World Council of Churches.
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