How does the Tea Party compare with European far right movements?

Introduction

There is a rich history of far-right political parties in Europe. Long-standing parties such as the
French Front National (FN), mostly marginalized since World War II, have enjoyed a resurgence since
the 1980’s. Under the very recent leadership of Marine Le Pen, the FN has undergone a rejuvenation of
its communication strategy and gained two seats in the National Assembly, the first time that the FN
won any seats since the end of the proportional representation system in 1986. There are also many
newer far-right parties in Europe, such as the Dutch Party for Freedom (PVV). The PVV, formed in
2006 by Geert Wilders, has become the third most popular party in the Netherlands and was until

recently a member of the governing minority coalition.

Far-right movements have not been limited to Europe, however. In the United States, the
nascent Tea Party movement has become a powerful political force. Because of the dominance of the
two-party system in the US, the Tea “Party” is not an independent political party in the traditional
sense. Rather, it generally constitutes the “far right of the Republican coalition,” (Jacobson p. 1).
Additionally, the Tea Party movement is gaining strength on both the local and national levels; in the
2010 midterm election, almost half of the Republicans elected to Congress had ties to the Tea Party

movement (Jacobson p. 2).

The renewed visibility of these political parties has brought about a great deal of consternation;
many believe that these parties are fascist or are otherwise a threat to democracy. Despite these
misgivings, even because of them, it is important to understand their ideologies and worldviews.
Looking at these ideologies comparatively, especially in light of the more recent rise of the Tea Party

movement, is one of the more interesting and helpful ways of examining and understanding them. At



first glance then, the Tea Party movement, with its emphasis on laissez-faire capitalism, Christian
conservatism, and desire to return to a drastically reduced government which abides by “Constitutional
principles”, appears to be far removed from the FN and PV. Underneath these differences, however, lie

similar ideological frameworks and worldviews, at the core of which are populism and nativism.

Nativism: The Politics of Exclusion

One of the most important components in the ideologies of the three parties is the desire to
achieve a culturally homogeneous society; alien elements that are not in line with this desired society
must be removed. Nativism, as Mudde defines it, is “...an ideology, which holds that states should be
inhabited exclusively by members of the native group ('the nation') and that nonnative elements
(persons and ideas) are fundamentally threatening to the homogeneous nation-state” (p. 22). As one

might surmise, these “nonnative elements” are typically comprised of immigrants and minority groups.

After decades of targeting Jews and Sub-Saharan Africans, Muslim immigrants and Islam more
broadly now seem to be the main “alien” targets of the PVV and FN . Islam is seen as being totally
incompatible with the “native” culture and is therefore threatening. Islamophobic attitudes are shaped
by various theories, either deliberately provocative ones such as Bat Ye'Or's theory of Eurabia, which
posits that there is a concerted effort to Islamize Europe, or subtler and more informed ones such as

Huntington's Clash of Civilizations. Combined with more common view of immigrants as taking jobs

and government benefits from the “natives” and being criminals, these form very powerfully negative

attitudes towards Muslim immigrants.

Geert Wilders, in particular, is known for his virulently anti-Islamic views which are at the core
of his belief system, as well as the incendiary rhetoric that he uses to convey his message. Indeed, he
often refers to Islam as a “totalitarian ideology” which is more comparable with fascism or

Communism than with Judaism or Christianity (Wilders 2012a).



Of course, according to this worldview such a profound threat must be dealt with harshly.
Among other controversial policies, he calls for a halt to non-Western European immigration, banning
the Koran, banning the construction of new mosques, and imposing a “head rag” tax on those that wear
the burqa (Wilders p. 37, Vossen p. 105). Similarly, Marine Le Pen calls for a drastic reduction in total
immigration, from 200,000 per year to 10,000, as well as a system of “national priority” in which those

with French nationality are given preference in hiring and government benefits (Le Pen p.6).

While Islamophobia is not as salient an issue in the US as it is in Europe, the Tea Party
movement also supports restrictive immigration measures that would primarily target immigrants of
Hispanic origin; these harsh laws are intended to crack down on illegal immigration from the Mexican
border. The most famous such law is Arizona Senate Bill 1070. Though parts of it were struck down by
the Supreme Court, it gives broad new powers to the police, such as the power to question those they

detain about their immigration status.

However, perhaps the most salient aspect of the Tea Party movement's ideology is the concept
of returning to Constitutional principles, as the Tea Party perceives them. Indeed, the Constitution is
mythologized and held up as the paragon of “native” American values. Specifically, the Tea Party
believes that the government has overstepped its bounds beyond what the Constitution allows;
therefore legislation such as “ObamaCare” and other such redistributive programs are not only
politically misguided but also unconstitutional. Additionally, the Tea Party emphasizes the power of
the states' rights as a mechanism to potentially such unpopular laws; as Skocpol points out, these lines
of reasoning are very similar to those used by white, conservative southerners in the Civil War era as

well as in the Civil Rights era (p. 50).



Populism: Elevating the People

The second core component of the ideologies of these three parties is populism, which can be
defined as “...a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two
homogeneous and antagonistic groups, 'the pure people' versus 'the corrupt elite,' and which argues that
politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people (Mudde p. 23).
Populism also demands the disappearance of associations, community structures and such like that act

as intermediary powers in a given society. .

While there are different conceptions of who comprises the “corrupt elite” due to differences in
political contexts, all three parties excoriate the mainstream political parties. Importantly, often little or
no distinction is made between the targeted parties; they are all part of the “corrupt elite”. A prominent
example of this is the recent in-fighting in the Republican Party. Those that are seen as not being
conservative enough are branded as “Republicans in Name Only”, “RINOs”, and have had to face
intra-party challenges from those more in line with the Tea Party's values. The success of these

candidates has led to the formation of the “Tea Party Caucus” within the Republican Party.

Euroskepticism is a major part of the PVV and FN's populist appeals. Both parties support
exiting the eurozone as well as the EU (Wilders p. 16, Le Pen p.15), and have denounced the EU in
very harsh terms. Indeed, the title of the PVV's 2012 party platform is called “Their Brussels, Our
Netherlands” and features a picture of the EU flag in a trashcan (Wilders p. 16). The main criticisms
leveled against the EU are that it robs the member states of their sovereignty, and that due to the
Eurozone crisis the more financially well-off member states must bail out irresponsible countries such

as Qreece.

Economic Policy and the Role of the State

One main area of difference between the Tea Party and the European far-right parties is their



positions on economic policy. One of the main policy platforms of the Tea Party is to drastically reduce
spending and the size of government in order to reduce the deficit and national debt. Additionally, the

Tea Party movement advocates for minimizing the government's role in regulating the economy.

In contrast, the FN and PVV take a more activist view of government in the economy. In
particular, they support government policies that would directly benefit citizens, such as maintaining
the current retirement age or even, in the FN's case, raising salaries by 200 Euros per month for those

that earn below a certain level (Vossen p. 186; Le Pen p. 2).

Conclusion

There are significant differences between the Tea Party movement and far-right European
parties such as the Front National and Party for Freedom. The party platforms of the PVV and FN are,
to a large extent, based on Islamophobia, Euroskepticism, and distaste with the prevailing political
parties. Both of these parties are also in favor of protectionist economic policies and active government
intervention on behalf of the “native” citizens. This is in contrast to the Tea Party's vision of a society
with a small government and laissez-faire capitalism. While these specific policy positions are quite
different from each other, the mentality and worldview that led to these policy preferences are very
similar. That is, all three parties view their society as on the cusp of decline due to nonnative forces,
whether they are Islam, multiculturalism, globalization, or a socialist government that disregards the
Constitution. Corrupt political elites aid these threats by either turning a blind eye to them or even by
actively abetting them. In order to restore their desired society (which has, of course, been
mythologized and idealized), these nonnative elements, along with the corrupt elites, must be

marginalized.
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