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Dear readers,

Democracy needs the centre-right. That is a straightforward state-
ment that may seem self-evident to some, and yet it is not quite as 
obvious as it appears. In recent years in Germany, the deliberately 
vague slogan of the “fight against the right” – Kampf gegen rechts – 
has often been used to cast political positions and actors beyond 
the left as broadly illegitimate, excluding them from what is con-
sidered the democratic mainstream. According to this worldview, 
any clearer distancing by a centre-right party from the centre-left 
is interpreted as a move towards the political fringes. The assump-
tion is that such positioning ultimately benefits extremists, with the 
familiar argument being that voters will then simply choose “the 
original” instead.

In this issue of International Reports, we aim to put the German 
debate about the role of centre-right parties and the challenge 
posed by right-wing populism into the broader European and 
international context. What situation do Christian democratic 
and conservative parties face in other countries? Who is challeng-
ing them – and how are these parties responding to the challenge? 
Which strategies have worked, and which have not?

The panorama that emerges from the insights in this issue is a 
diverse one. However, one general statement can be made: Across 
most European countries – as in Germany – the challenge to the 
political centre is coming primarily from right-wing populist par-
ties. In Latin America, as well, there has been a noticeable shift to 
the right in recent years, though Cuba, Nicaragua, and Venezuela 
are still governed by left-authoritarian regimes. In sub-Saharan 
Africa, meanwhile, Holger Dix and Henri Bohnet note in their 
article that left-wing parties often dominate despite an ideological 
environment that might appear favourable to centre-right politics. 
As the authors put it: “conservative values, left-wing politics”. The 
situation is different again in hybrid systems shaped by a powerful 
monarchical influence, such as in Morocco. Steven Höfner illus-
trates how the role of the centre-right has developed in this specific 
configuration.

One thing is clear: Lumping together all parties and political figures 
on the right of the spectrum is overly simplistic. In his article on 
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Europe, Sebastian Enskat reveals that there are not only obvious 
differences between the continent’s centre-right parties – grouped 
within the European People’s Party (EPP) – and their right-wing 
populist challengers, but also some significant differences both 
within and between the parliamentary groups to the right of the 
EPP in the European Parliament. Whether in their stance towards 
Russia and Ukraine, in their approach to the rule of law, or in their 
position on European integration, there are substantial distinctions 
between today’s Fratelli d’Italia under Giorgia Meloni and parties 
such as the German AfD.

Henning Suhr paints a similarly nuanced picture of the Latin Ameri
can right, which cannot simply be divided into traditional conser
vative parties and a so-called new right. Even within these newer 
forces, there are considerable differences. Tempting though it might 
be to place figures such as Nayib Bukele in El Salvador and Javier 
Milei in Argentina into the same right-wing populist category, that 
would not reflect reality. While the Central American leader seeks 
to concentrate the power of the state in his own hands, the South 
American leader aims to roll back state control – and he does not 
employ the anti-immigration rhetoric often associated with right-
wing populists.

Intellectual honesty alone requires that we acknowledge such 
distinctions rather than gloss over them. At the same time, such 
insights have practical political implications for centre-right par-
ties, which must decide when clear distancing is necessary or 
when some form of cooperation might be conceivable in order to 
advance their own policy goals, be they within individual countries 
or – in the European context – in the European Parliament.

However, the belief that the question of cooperation or exclu-
sion alone determines how strong right-wing populist parties can 
become or how effectively centre-right forces can hold their ground 
against them is likely mistaken. One striking example here is the 
comparison between Germany and Austria. In Germany, the AfD 
has been consistently excluded from cooperation, while in Austria, 
the FPÖ has long been integrated into the political system. How-
ever, the result is the same: Both far-right parties are “more radical 
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and more successful than ever”, as Sebastian Enskat notes. The 
situation is particularly complicated when established centre-right 
parties find themselves in the position of a potential junior part-
ner – a dilemma currently facing many moderately conservative 
parties in Latin America, for example. Early experiences in Argen-
tina, for instance, have been sobering for the PRO party that once 
brought Mauricio Macri to the presidency. Thus far, cooperation 
has tended to strengthen Javier Milei’s party rather than the PRO 
itself.

The most effective strategy for centre-right parties is also the most 
obvious one: namely to focus on their own ideas and on their own 
solutions to the problems that matter to potential voters. Despite all 
the difficulties, parties such as Spain’s Partido Popular and Greece’s 
Nea Dimokratia have recently seen the positive results that such an 
approach can have. Developments in East Asia likewise indicate 
that a broad platform covering large parts of the political space 
to the right of centre does not automatically boost parties on the 
far right. South Korea’s political system may be highly polarised, 
as Henrik Braun explains in his article, yet no significant political 
force has emerged to the right of the People Power Party thus far. In 
Japan, by contrast, the Liberal Democratic Party has lost voters to 
newly founded far-right parties in recent years under centrist prime 
ministers, as Paul Linnarz notes. However, under Prime Minister 
Takaichi, the party achieved a historic victory in the recent lower-
house elections with a clearly conservative platform.

Conversely, centre-right parties lose their strong position – or fail 
to ever come close to a majority in the first place – when their pro-
grammes and policies do not address the key social realities and 
pressing challenges facing their countries. In Europe, these chal-
lenges include economic developments and migration, while in 
Latin America, they often concern crime and domestic security. 
In South Africa, they include the structural inequalities rooted in 
apartheid, as highlighted by Gregor Jaecke and Christoph Wie
denroth in their article. If the centre-right fails to provide credible 
answers, right-wing populists gain ground, as in parts of Europe 
and Latin America, or the left remains dominant despite a weak 
record in government, as in South Africa.



5

It is not solely the task of centre-right parties to respond to the 
rise of populism on the far right, of course. The case of Romania – 
analysed by Stefan Hofmann and Mihai Marc – indicates that the 
social-democratic PSD is likewise losing large numbers of voters 
to right-wing populists. Nevertheless, Christian democratic and 
conservative parties bear a particular responsibility here both in 
dealing with the question of cooperation or distance towards actors 
on the right and – above all – in defining their own political posi-
tions. The international perspectives gathered in this issue suggest 
that these parties serve both themselves and democracy better not 
by dissolving into a vague, shapeless political centre, but by confi-
dently presenting themselves as what democracy requires along-
side parties of the left: strong centre-right parties.

I hope you find this report a stimulating read.

Caroline Kanter is Editor of International Reports and Head of the Division 
European and International Cooperation of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 
(caroline.kanter@kas.de).

mailto:caroline.kanter%40kas.de?subject=
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Who is calling the tune? In Argentina, following 
Javier Milei’s (with megaphone) election as pres-
ident in late 2023, the liberal-conservative PRO 
party decided to collaborate with the political 
outsider. So far, however, it is the president and 
his party, La Libertad Avanza, who have bene-
fited most from this alliance. A number of PRO 
members even defected to the president’s party, 
including Security Minister Patricia Bullrich (to 
the left of Milei), who had run as the PRO’s top 
candidate in the presidential campaign.  
Photo: © Anadolu Agency, Imago. 
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For this edition of International Reports, we spoke with Caroline Kanter about transatlantic chal-
lenges, European homework, and the international work of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung. We 
look into why we should not break off dialogue with the US, the significance of the issue of EU 
enlargement, and why the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung can help to identify global developments 
that will ultimately affect us in Germany at an early stage.

“We have our 
seismographs all 
around the world.”
An Interview with Caroline Kanter 

Caroline Kanter has been Head of the European and International Cooperation Division 
since February 2026, after holding the position of Deputy Head of this division since 2023. 
Previously, she headed the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung country offices in Paris and Rome.
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International Reports (IR): Ms Kanter, you became Head of the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung’s European and International Cooperation Division in February, so you are now 
also the new editor of International Reports. What do you see as the defining quality of our 
magazine, and what matters most to you in your new role?

IR: What do you have in mind?

Caroline Kanter: International Reports is a brand in its own right. If a publication 
endures for more than 42 years, that’s not a coincidence. For me, one key reason 
is the high professional and qualitative standards the magazine sets for itself – and 
consistently meets. It has also repeatedly evolved in terms of formats in order to 
reach new audiences. I’m thinking of the English-language edition, the podcast in 
German and English, and the magazine’s presence on social media, for example. 
That’s certainly an area where we’ll need to keep asking how we can present the 
high-quality content we have in ways that resonate with contemporary audiences. 
I believe it is also important for us to continue to reflect carefully on the niche we 
want International Reports to occupy in the foreign policy debate. What sets us apart 
from other actors and products that are contributing to that debate?

Kanter: There are several points to consider. First of all, what sets us apart from 
other institutions is that we don’t view the world neutrally. We have a standpoint – 
a European, German, and Christian democratic one. And we don’t simply collect 
facts – because artificial intelligence is faster at that, anyway. What we do is analyse 
and provide context.

No one picks up International Reports to find out who won the presidential election 
in Argentina. But when it comes to assessing what a president such as Javier Milei 
means for the country and what conclusions we in Europe should draw, that’s where 
the analysis provided by our staff on the ground comes into play.

And like in Buenos Aires, we have a presence at around 100 locations across the 
globe. That’s an invaluable resource – for International Reports, too. Being able to 
report from so many countries on what the situation is actually like on the ground 
can add real value to the German foreign policy debate – a debate that is sometimes 
accused (not entirely unfairly) of wishful thinking. This geographical breadth also 
enables us not only to cover issues that are already high on the political agenda, 
but additionally to focus deliberately on countries and topics that are still under the 
radar. I’m thinking about our issue on the Arctic, for example, which appeared almost 
exactly three years ago.

IR: We published our issue on current US foreign policy roughly three months ago. Since 
then, a great deal has happened. Not least, the debates around Greenland and the Ameri
can–Israeli attack on Iran have prompted observers in Europe to seriously question the 
transatlantic partnership. What do these developments mean for us in Europe and for the 
foundation’s international work?

The Centre-Right – A Look at Conservative and Christian Democratic Parties Worldwide
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Kanter: If the issue you mentioned shows us anything, it’s that the perception and 
assessment of the foreign policy being pursued by the US and its president differ 
considerably in other parts of the world from how they are viewed here. There are 
some countries that see opportunities for themselves in Donald Trump’s policies: 
Israel and the Gulf states, for example. At the same time, one common denominator 
in how almost all countries describe their experience with Trump is the unpredicta-
bility and the pace – that is, the sheer speed – with which the Trump administration 
confronts other states. For us here in Europe in particular, we have to acknowledge 
that transatlantic relations have reached a turning point. In many respects, the US 
administration – among others – is calling into question the rules-based order that 
the United States itself helped shape after 1945. That runs counter not only to our 
interests, but also to our principles.

Regarding the situation in the Middle East and the Israeli–American attack on Iran, 
I believe there are two points to consider. First, it must be stated that containing 

Keeping the dialogue open: Even though the number of disagreements between the United States and Europe 
has increased significantly in recent times, the United States will remain an indispensable partner in the short 
and medium term, not least in the field of security policy. Photo: © Zuma Press Wire, Imago.

International Reports 1|2026
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IR: Faced with this geopolitical panorama, how should Germany and Europe respond?

or eliminating the Iranian threat to Israel – which has been built up over decades – 
through political and diplomatic means would have been desirable, but proved 
impossible to realise. Israel’s threat perception, in turn, appears more understand-
able than ever, particularly against the backdrop of the devastating Hamas attack 
on 7 October 2023. These dynamics and developments illustrate the high priority 
of the Middle East for German and European policy, as well as for the Konrad-
Adenauer-Stiftung’s international work in the region. Our commitment to Israel’s 
right to exist and our support for the Israeli people, especially in times of war, 
serve as our guiding principles here; our close partnerships with numerous actors 
in the Middle East are more important than ever. In this context, we are closely 
monitoring the geostrategic repercussions of the substantial loss of Iran’s military 
potential and the resulting weakening of the autocratic China–Russia–Iran–North 
Korea alliance.

Kanter: First, we in Europe must live up to our ambition as a global actor and 
actively shape the changing international order, its institutions, and its regulatory 
framework. Commission President Ursula von der Leyen underscored her commit-
ment to this task during the EU Ambassadors’ Conference, demanding that Europe 
become more independent, resilient, and stronger. 

With regard to transatlantic relations, there are two different ways to respond. Some 
say, “Our counterpart in Washington is uncomfortable, unpredictable, and difficult, 
so we should now retreat and disengage”. But that approach overlooks a fundamental 
reality: As Europeans, we’re still dependent on the United States – particularly when 
it comes to our security. We’re consequently trying to boost our strength significantly 
in defence matters and investing heavily in rebuilding and expanding our armed 
forces and capabilities. But in the short to medium term, that reality will remain. 
So, for the foreseeable future, we have no better option than the kind of partnership 
currently offered to us by the United States. Alongside expressing criticism where it 
is warranted, this also means continuing to make constructive offers – ideally coor-
dinated at the European level and backed up by greater capabilities of our own – for 
renewed cooperation in NATO and in other areas where we share interests.

And in so doing, we should not lose sight of the fact that the United States remains a 
democratic polity in which diverse views exist, not least on the foreign policy ques-
tions shaping the transatlantic debate. This became clear again at the Munich Secu-
rity Conference in February – at least in tone, and in some cases also substantively. 
Our foundation maintains channels of communication with this diverse range of 
actors – within the administration, the opposition, Congress, and at the state level. 
Incidentally, this is by no means a new development or merely a reaction to Trump. 
We’ve been operating like this for decades.

One final point on this: We should not allow current political tensions to cause the 
human and societal bridges across the Atlantic – built over more than half a cen-
tury – to collapse. In my view, the growing anti-Americanism that can be seen in the 
German debate is worrying.

The Centre-Right – A Look at Conservative and Christian Democratic Parties Worldwide
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IR: That all sounds very logical. And yet it took the EU more than a quarter of a century 
to conclude an agreement with Mercosur.

IR: But globally speaking, it’s a rather small club, isn’t it?

Kanter: The European Commission is right to seek a provisional application of the 
agreement. But the European Parliament’s decision in January to refer the agreement 
to the ECJ was a major error, albeit only the most visible expression of a broader 
problem: For a long time, we have invested too little in our partners – not only finan-
cially, but also in terms of diplomatic acknowledgement and appreciation. As a 
result, those partners – including values-based partners – are naturally beginning to 
look elsewhere because they now have alternatives. If we don’t step up, others will. 
The pandemic is a case in point: It was not Europe that first supplied vaccines to Latin 
America, but Russia and China. In some cases, there was a real loss of trust. I don’t 
think it’s too late to repair these partnerships, but we must act now.

Kanter: Broadly speaking, I would distinguish between two categories: partners 
we share values with, and partners we share interests with. This is not a black-and-
white distinction: In practice, the boundaries are fluid. For me, values-based partners 
are countries with which – despite differences in detail – we share a fundamentally 
liberal democratic understanding and ideas about the rule of law and human rights. 
Outside the EU, I’m thinking of countries such as the United Kingdom and Norway, 
and beyond Europe, of Canada, Australia, and Japan. There are numerous countries 
in Latin America that fall into this category, as well.

Kanter: Indeed. If we limited our partnerships to countries that can be considered 
“like-minded” in a narrower sense, we’d quickly find ourselves quite isolated. That’s 
why we also need partners with whom we may not share liberal democratic values but 
with whom we do share certain interests – possibly economic diversification and our 
supply of raw materials, but also the question of the rules-based international order. 
There are a number of small and medium-sized states – including countries that are 
not democracies – that, like us, have a fundamental interest in ensuring that the law of 
the strongest does not prevail globally. If we want to leverage such shared interests, we 
also need to maintain dialogue with countries whose domestic systems do not reflect 
our principles. This category includes countries such as Egypt, Central Asian states 
such as Kazakhstan, and also a number of Southeast Asian countries such as Vietnam.

IR: All the more so given that trust and predictability should be especially valued at a time 
when the United States has become less predictable.

IR: If our relationship with the United States is indeed no longer as reliable as in the past, 
we require new partnerships alongside a renewed transatlantic alliance. Where should 
Germany and Europe look for these?

International Reports 1|2026



13

IR: So, in a harsher international environment, the EU needs partners. But it also needs 
to gain geopolitical weight itself. Should we view the question of EU enlargement as an 
instrument that serves this purpose, as well?

Kanter: It is precisely the geopolitical environment that has reopened a window for 
enlargement. Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine not only pushed the accession 
processes of the Western Balkan states back up the agenda, but also triggered appli-
cations from Ukraine, the Republic of Moldova, and Georgia – though in Georgia’s 
case, we would now have to add a large question mark. It seems to me we have 
tended to focus mainly on the challenges associated with this process. And there’s 
no doubt that these challenges exist and that we have to discuss them openly.

IR: But ...

IR: But when we speak of enlargement, we also need to consider the EU’s internal condi-
tion: It is already struggling with conflicts between existing members and may now have 
to take on new members, as well.

Kanter: But we must equally discuss the cost of inaction. For example: What will 
happen if we permanently close the door to the European Union for these states? 
What I said earlier applies in this context again: These countries have alternatives 
and in some cases are already making use of them. Actors such as Turkey, Russia, 
and China have already created facts on the ground in the Western Balkans, particu-
larly with regard to resource extraction. It cannot be in our interest to end up with 
countries at the heart of Europe that are growing frustrated with the EU and are 
turning towards other powers instead.

Kanter: Enlargement must go hand in hand with internal reforms. Nonetheless, we 
should get used to the idea that this will not be a grand leap, not a sweeping change 
of the treaties. Instead, we must work to advance the European Union, which has 
brought us decades of economic prosperity and helped secure peace, below that 
threshold. As Christian democrats in particular, we should insist on the principle 
of subsidiarity. And again, I would point to the factor of time and the pace at which 
conditions and realities are changing. Waiting is a luxury we simply can’t afford. 
We need to move more quickly from problem analysis to action. Beyond that, the 
internal condition of many member states is also a cause for concern since it weak-
ens Europe globally.

Kanter: Exactly. And despite the reservations I’ve just mentioned, I believe we Euro-
peans are still comparatively well placed in this respect. We may not always be the 
fastest, but our partners generally know where they stand with us – and that what 
we say today will still hold tomorrow. Reliability and predictability are qualities that 
others value in Europeans.

The Centre-Right – A Look at Conservative and Christian Democratic Parties Worldwide
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Kanter: On the one hand, we need a political strategy that sets the framework and 
clearly defines the areas in which Germany and Europe want to become drivers of 
innovation again – and one that additionally sets out how the state can support this. 
On the other hand, we should not abandon our market-oriented approach: Within 
that framework, we should rely on the innovative strength of our companies. After 
all, it’s also true that in Europe, we’ve overshot the mark in terms of regulation in 
recent decades. In my view, this has now been recognised as a problem in a number 
of governments and within the European Commission itself. This realisation was 
reflected in the informal competitiveness summit in Belgium in February. Practical 
consequences must now follow. Again, time will be a key factor.

IR: As we draw this conversation to a close, let’s go back to the international work under-
taken by the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung. Promoting democracy will surely remain a core 
element of that work. Where do you see our role?

IR: How can this trend be halted?

Kanter: Yes – and an important one. Without economic competitiveness, we lack 
weight on the international stage. Even with all the rearmament efforts underway, 
overwhelming military power alone is not going to turn us into a player that is able to 
sit at the table in major decisions in the foreseeable future. Germany and the Euro-
pean Union have been sought-after partners worldwide because we are economically 
strong and attractive, and this continues to be the case. But we’re losing ground. It 
helps to bear the following in mind: In 2007, before the financial crisis, both the 
United States and the EU accounted for roughly one-quarter of global economic 
output in nominal terms. China stood at just 6 per cent at the time. Since then, the 
US has actually slightly increased its share, while we’ve dropped to 18 per cent, with 
China now almost level at 17 per cent.

Kanter: Democracy promotion is a very broad concept. Moreover, as a political 
foundation, we should look closely at where we set our priorities. For me, it’s the 
parliaments and political parties – supplemented by our rule-of-law and media pro-
grammes. Cooperation in this field is our core brand and should remain so. This type 
of cooperation is not a one-way street, either. It’s important to me that our global 
partnerships keep us in touch with developments on the ground: How are parties in 
other countries evolving in terms of organisation, communication, and the use of 
AI, for example? The ability to feed these insights back into our work so that we can 
learn from them in Germany is a real strength.

At the same time, we’re seeing democratic space shrinking in many countries. This 
is something we experience in our own work and in our relationships with local part-
ners. In some of these countries, we’ve been present for six decades, and we stand 

IR: Alongside procedural reforms, would economic competitiveness be another starting 
point?

International Reports 1|2026
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In the European Union’s waiting room: The accession process of many Western Balkan states has already been 
dragging on for many years. Alongside the necessary discussion about the challenges of enlargement, we 
should also ask what might happen if these countries were to eventually turn away from the EU out of disap-
pointment, says Caroline Kanter. Photo: © dts Nachrichtenagentur, Imago. 

by our partners, even in difficult times. Exactly what form this support takes has to 
be decided on a case-by-case basis. Sometimes, it can be public, but often, it is more 
effective to act in the background.

IR: And beyond democracy promotion, what else should our international work seek to 
achieve?

Kanter: I could list a lot of things, but allow me to focus on a few key points. Let 
me return to the topic of global partnerships we discussed earlier. As the Konrad-
Adenauer-Stiftung, we can rightly say that we invest in partnerships around the 
world – even counter-cyclically, if I may put it that way. We have always main-
tained ties in Latin America, even in phases during which the region was not a 
priority for German policy. For many decades, we’ve also paid close attention to 
developments in Southeast Asia, and we currently run offices in eight of the eleven 
ASEAN states. We view this as an asset for German foreign policy as a whole, too.

The Centre-Right – A Look at Conservative and Christian Democratic Parties Worldwide



16

Our country offices additionally enable us to identify developments in different 
regions at an early stage, to combine these observations into an overall picture in 
Berlin, and to derive conclusions and recommendations for action. Bringing together 
different theatres and learning from conflicts across regions is crucial in my view. We 
shouldn’t look at crises, developments, and trends in isolation, but rather consider 
what conclusions can be drawn from one scenario to help confront another.

IR: Can you give us an example?

Kanter: On the subject of maritime security, for instance, it makes sense to take a 
combined look at China’s grey-zone tactics in the South China Sea, at Russian activi
ties in the Black Sea and the Baltic, and at the Houthi attacks in the Red Sea. Mean-
while, in the area of development cooperation, we’ve been observing for years how 
other actors use this instrument to achieve geopolitical gains in different regions of 
the world. Just think of the Chinese infrastructure projects in Southeast Asia, Africa, 
and elsewhere. Then, there is the soft power that Turkey is using to gain influence. By 
contrast, Germany and Europe have not yet deployed these instruments strategically 
enough. We compiled these observations last year, developed recommendations, 
and fed them into the political process.

In short, we have our seismographs all around the world. When one of them registers 
a tremor, it gives us the chance to prepare for developments. If several seismographs 
register tremors simultaneously, we know that something larger may be coming our 
way. This is an asset we will continue to make use of.

This interview was conducted by Magdalena Falkner and Sören Soika.
– translated from German –

International Reports 1|2026
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Parties that are positioned to the right of the European 
People’s Party (EPP) do not form a homogeneous bloc; 
rather, they differ significantly in both programme and 
political style.

To make an assessment on a case-by-case basis, it is 
helpful to be guided by clear criteria. A party’s stance 
on Russia, the EU, and the rule of law should be taken 
into account, as should its degree of radicalisation.

A comparison between Germany and Austria reveals 
that there is no clear correlation between inclusion or 

Door Open or  
Door Closed?
Reflections on How to Deal with  
Far-Right Parties in Europe

In a Nutshell

exclusion on the one hand and the success of right-
wing populist parties on the other hand. The exclusion 
of the AfD in Germany and the integration of the FPÖ 
in Austria have led to the same outcome: Both parties 
have become more radical and more successful than 
ever.

Centre-right parties should focus on developing inde-
pendent responses to the concerns that resonate with 
their potential voters. Greece’s Nea Dimokratia and 
Spain’s Partido Popular have been successful with this 
approach in recent years.
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If a state election were to be held in Saxony-An-
halt next Sunday, the result might look something 
like this: Christian Democrats (CDU), 26 %; 
Social Democrats (SPD), 8 %; Greens (Bünd-
nis90/Die Grünen), 3 %; Liberals (FDP), 2 %; The 
Left (Die Linke), 11 %; BSW (social-conservative 
Left), 5 %; AfD (right-wing populists), 39 %.1 At 
least in eastern Germany, this reflects a develop-
ment that has long been common in other parts 
of Europe and the world: Right-wing populist and 
far-right parties are achieving record results and 
putting increasing pressure on established com-
petitors within the party system.

Christian democratic and conservative parties in 
particular have a key role to play in responding 
to this challenge: They are the ones who largely 
determine how to deal with competition from the 
far right. It is they who make the strategic choices 
that range from strict exclusion or tolerance 
models to attempts at constructive engagement, 
cooperation, and even inclusion in government. 
Therefore, it is worthwhile to examine the analy
sis more closely.

There’s right-wing, and then 
there’s right-wing

Whether in the rhetoric of the much-publicised 
Omas gegen rechts (“Grandmas Against the 
Right”) or in the frequently invoked “fight against 
the right” heard in parts of the centre-left, actors 
from the Christian democratic and conservative 
spectrum are still routinely lumped together with 
right-wing populist and far-right actors, at least 
rhetorically. However, even a cursory glance at 
the party-political landscape to the right of centre 
indicates that differentiation is urgently needed. 
This applies not only to the crucial distinction 
between parties of the centre-right and those on 
the far right, but also within the wide range of 

parties commonly labelled right-wing populist, 
far-right, radical right, and extremist. In Europe, 
this concerns parties in the European Parliament 
that sit to the right of the European People’s Party 
and that are organised in the groups of the Euro-
pean Conservatives and Reformists (ECR), the 
Patriots for Europe (PfE), and the Europe of Sov-
ereign Nations (ESN).

What is often overlooked is that these groups 
not only differ from one another, but also con-
tain significant ideological differences within 
their own ranks. In order to navigate the classi-
fication of individual parties along the spectrum 
from right-conservative to right-wing populist 
and far-right, it is helpful to refer to three criteria 
introduced to the debate by EPP party and group 
leader Manfred Weber2:

1.	 Attitudes towards the European Union: This 
concerns loyalty to EU institutions, positions 
on weakening or dismantling these institu-
tions, calls for national withdrawal, and the 
overall tone adopted towards the EU.

2.	 Attitudes towards Russia: This includes support 
for Ukraine, such as arms deliveries, backing 
sanctions against Russia as the aggressor, 
and a clear commitment to defending Europe 
against Russia’s hybrid warfare.

3.	 Attitudes towards the rule of law: This relates to 
potential actions against judicial and media 
systems at the national level if the party is in 
government as well as to the actual imple-
mentation of rule-of-law mechanisms and to 
adherence to legal norms at the EU level.

Examining the ECR through the lens of these 
three core questions quickly reveals that it is far 
from a homogeneous grouping. Fratelli d’Italia 
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themselves as part of the democratic system 
and are willing to cooperate with parties of the 
political centre, others deliberately position 
themselves as anti-system actors and promote 
an alternative, more authoritarian model of the 
state. The spectrum here ranges from compara-
tively moderate actors such as the Czech ODS to 
extremist Greek micro-parties and Poland’s Kon-
federacja, which presents itself as an anti-system 
alternative to the PiS.

For this reason, decisions on how to deal with 
parties to the right of the EPP depend largely 
on whether the parties in question are radical, 
authoritarian-populist anti-system actors at the 
extreme end of the far-right spectrum or partly 
populist but otherwise more moderate parties 
at the other end of the spectrum. Anyone who 
lumps together all parties to the right of the polit-
ical centre fails to recognise the political realities. 
Differences in ideological orientation, degrees of 
radicalisation, and varying levels of willingness to 
cooperate with the political centre should be the 
starting point for any strategic decision.

The German–Austrian paradox

One of the peculiarities of political debate is 
that even in the face of global challenges, cause-
and-effect relationships are often treated as if 
it were possible to reduce them to the national 
context. For years, it was possible to argue that 
the rise of the AfD in Germany was primarily 
the consequence of what was seen as an overly 
liberal course pursued by CDU leader and Fed-
eral Chancellor Angela Merkel, only for the 
subsequent shift in power to Friedrich Merz to 
be blamed for the very same phenomenon, this 
time attributed to a conservative change of 
course and an alleged convergence with “AfD 
positions”. Whether intentional or not, such 
blame-shifting overlooks both the fact that the 
growing success of right-wing and in some cases 
also left-wing populist parties and movements 
has long become a pan-European and indeed 
global phenomenon and the fact that Germany 
is merely catching up with developments that are 
further advanced in many other countries within 
and beyond Europe.

and the Sweden Democrats now present them-
selves as being significantly less Eurosceptic 
and more rule-of-law-oriented than in the past, 
while Poland’s PiS pursues a strong pro-Ukraine 
line but systematically undermined the rule of 
law while in government. Meanwhile, the Czech 
ODS combines occasional Euroscepticism with 
a clearly pro-Ukraine stance and a commitment 
to rule-of-law principles. There are no reports of 
comparable rule-of-law backsliding either in Italy 
under Fratelli’s leadership or in Sweden, where 
the government is supported by the Sweden 
Democrats.

Even the PfE  – who are typically positioned 
further to the right – show neither clear differ-
entiation from other actors nor strong internal 
cohesion. The AfD originally belonged to the 
PfE but was considered too radical – particularly 
by Marine Le Pen’s Rassemblement National – 
and was forced to leave the group. Now part of 
the newly formed ESN Group, it aligns on most 
issues with the FPÖ and Fidesz, both of which 
remain within the PfE. Despite its Euroscep-
ticism and strong criticism of migration, VOX 
emphasises the overall usefulness of the EU, 
supports sanctions against Russia, and adopts at 
least an ambivalent position on the rule of law.

Some far-right parties  
promote an alternative,  
more authoritarian model  
of the state.

As such, initial analyses of voting behaviour 
in the 10th European Parliament confirm that 
cohesion within the PfE, ECR, and ESN is sig-
nificantly lower than within the EPP. There is no 
question regarding the existence of any uniform 
ideological orientation across the right-wing pop-
ulist and at-times-far-right camp in the European 
Parliament.3

Another distinguishing feature among parties 
to the right of the EPP is their degree of radi-
calisation. While some far-right parties view 
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A look at individual European countries reveals 
the limited effectiveness of national strategies in 
dealing with far-right parties: However different 
the strategies adopted towards these parties may 
be, the outcomes are remarkably similar. This 
is nowhere more evident than in a comparison 
between Germany and Austria. While the success 
of the AfD is a relatively recent phenomenon in 
Germany, modern right-wing populism was – in 
a sense – pioneered in Austria and therefore has 
a much longer track record of success. As early 
as in the first years of the 2000s, the first fed-
eral government formed by the ÖVP and FPÖ 
caused considerable controversy, particularly in 
Germany, and Austria found itself largely isolated 
in Europe for a time.

Coalitions to the right of centre 
are now commonplace in many 
European countries.

Today, almost a quarter of a century later, the 
German perspective on developments in Aus-
tria has shifted. Where a coalition between a 
centre-right and a right-wing populist party was 
still the exception 25 years ago, coalitions to the 
right of centre are now commonplace in many 
European countries. Germany remains different 
in this regard. While the metaphorical firewalls 
have gradually been dismantled across most of 
Europe, the CDU and CSU have thus far suc-
cessfully resisted entering into cooperation with 
right-wing populists and have in so doing become 
the exception in Europe.

However, it would be a mistake to assume that 
the differences between Germany’s approach to 
the AfD and Austria’s approach to the FPÖ can 
primarily be explained by differences between 
the parties themselves. Indeed, this is not the 
case. A comparative study commissioned by the 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung in Vienna concluded 
that the similarities between the AfD and the 
FPÖ far outweigh the differences: Nicht gleich, 
aber sehr ähnlich (“Not identical, but very simi-
lar”) – such is the study’s self-explanatory title.4

In all internal party conflicts in recent years, the 
more radical factions have prevailed in both the 
AfD and the FPÖ. Both are radical, anti-European 
far-right parties with an affinity for authoritarian 
governments and with personal links to far-right 
milieus. Where differences in programme or 
voter base do emerge, these differences are gen-
erally minor and can largely be explained by the 
fact that unlike the comparatively young AfD, the 
FPÖ has succeeded in establishing itself over the 
decades as a largely “normal” actor within Aus-
tria’s party system.

This is where the truly significant difference 
between Austria’s FPÖ and Germany’s AfD lies: 
namely in the way each party is treated in society. 
While the AfD in Germany continues to be treated 
as a political pariah, the FPÖ in Austria has long 
become socially and politically acceptable. Despite 
rising support at the ballot box, particularly in east-
ern Germany, the AfD remains excluded from any 
participation in government. By contrast, the FPÖ 
is able to look back on several decades of partici-
pation in both regional and federal governments. 
Much of what still causes intense alarm in the 
German discourse surrounding the AfD has long 
since become normalised in Austria.

Nevertheless, however different Austria’s ap
proach to the FPÖ may be compared with Ger
many’s approach to the AfD, the outcome is 
paradoxically similar and indeed sobering. In 
Austria, the normalisation of the FPÖ has ulti-
mately been just as ineffective at achieving the 
desired outcome as has the exclusion of the AfD 
in Germany. On the contrary, despite diametri-
cally opposed strategies in dealing with far-right 
competitors, the result in both cases is virtually 
identical: The AfD and the FPÖ are today more 
radical and more successful than ever.

Those who instead pin their hopes on hybrid 
approaches such as selective cooperation, the tol-
eration of minority governments, or conditional 
inclusion are likely to be disappointed, as well. 
Thus far, none of these strategies has succeeded 
anywhere in Europe in producing a lasting and 
effective remedy against the success of right-
wing populist and far-right parties.
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view as crucial to the success of right-wing pop-
ulist movements worldwide: The authors argue 
that people socialised in democratic systems 
develop a desire to tear down liberal and demo
cratic institutions when the promises of liberal 
modernity – namely social mobility, self-deter-
mination, and future prospects – are no longer 
fulfilled. Instead, frustration, fear of status loss, 
and nihilism come to dominate. This destructive 
attitude leads sections of the population to sup-
port actors and parties that seek to attack and 
undermine the existing democratic order.

A similar line of argument can be found in the 
book Misstrauensgemeinschaften7 by Aladin 
El-Mafalaani, in which the author reveals that 
modern societies are increasingly held together 
not by shared values, but by shared distrust. 
Different groups – such as social milieus, gen
erations, and cultural communities  – develop 
strong internal cohesion but define themselves 
primarily through demarcation and suspicion 

What can be done?

As if the rise of far-right parties across Europe 
were not already cause for concern, there is much 
to suggest that it is a trend that will not easily 
be reversed. This is primarily because in many 
cases, voters of far-right parties are no longer pro-
test voters. On the contrary, compared with par-
ties of the political centre, voter volatility among 
AfD supporters, for example, is particularly low: 
Only 30 per cent state in surveys that they could 
imagine voting for a party other than the AfD. 
This means that among all parties represented 
in the Bundestag, the AfD has the largest core 
electorate.5

How difficult it may be to win back this potential 
for the political centre is suggested by two socio-
logical bestsellers that examine the deeper causes 
behind the success of right-wing populist move-
ments. In Zerstörungslust,6 Carolin Amlinger and 
Oliver Nachtwey analyse a development that they 

Far right, yet broadly acceptable: Italy’s Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni has so far presented herself as a con-
structive actor at the European and international level. Photo: © Frank Ossenbrink, Imago.
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towards others as well as towards state insti-
tutions. Distrust becomes the social glue of 
these communities, which grow increasingly 
entrenched and drift ever further away from the 
state and the majority society.

Across almost all of Europe, 
the political centre remains 
significantly stronger than the 
political fringes.

The situation is serious. But is it hopeless? Cer-
tainly not. Across almost all of Europe, the polit-
ical centre remains significantly stronger than 
the political fringes – and in Germany, almost 
twice as strong. Moreover, even if the holy grail 
for successfully countering right-wing (and left-
wing) populist movements has yet to be found, 
it is still possible to identify some promising ap
proaches.

Striking similarities emerge upon examining 
Greece and Spain, for example – two European 
countries in which centre-right parties have 
recently been relatively successful in elections 
and have clearly outpaced competitors on the far 
right. Both Greece’s Nea Dimokratia and Spain’s 
Partido Popular seek to shape politics confidently 
from the centre. Neither party defines itself pri-
marily through differentiation from or alignment 
with the far right; rather, both make a conscious 
effort to engage as little as possible with far-right 
competitors and to focus instead on their own 
programmatic identity and problem-solving 
capacity. At times, this can mean deliberately 
ignoring populists on the far right without ceding 
key issues such as illegal migration.

Another approach that urgently deserves a cen-
tral place in the political debate is the regulation 
of social media. Alongside the printing press, the 
advent of radio and television, and the invention 
of the World Wide Web, the rise of social media is 
one of the great transformations that have not only 
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Eyes straight ahead: Spain’s Partido Popular has demonstrated how a centre-right party can confidently put 
forward policy proposals on the issues that concern potential voters – without constantly looking over its shoul-
der to the right. Pictured: party leader Alberto Núñez Feijóo. Photo: © Europa Press, Imago.
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populists or adopt their framing and language. 
Instead, centre-right parties only have a chance 
of being successful in the future if they address 
the concerns of potential supporters while pre-
serving a clear line of distinction from the popu-
lists to the right.

– translated from German –

radically expanded access to the public sphere and 
accelerated the spread of knowledge and opin-
ion, but also destabilised established structures 
of power and authority. Such transformations 
cannot occur without profound consequences, 
particularly in liberal democracies, where public 
discourse forms the nervous system of society. 
Regulatory measures such as the Digital Services 
Act adopted at the European level and restrictions 
to social media access for children and young peo-
ple are therefore steps in the right direction, but 
they still fall far short of what is needed.

To get a sense of how algorithms increasingly 
dictate political discourse, it is worth looking at a 
recent Bertelsmann Foundation study on power 
dynamics in social media.8 The study reveals sig-
nificant distortions that cause almost two-thirds 
of all political content seen by young people 
on social media to originate from the political 
fringes, with almost 40 per cent coming from 
the AfD. One of the problematic aspects of social 
media is that it is almost impossible for outsid-
ers to determine how these distortions come into 
being. All the more reason to push for greater 
transparency and regulation in this area. Other-
wise, one might ask why different rules – or none 
at all – should apply on social media while politi-
cal advertising elsewhere is strictly regulated and 
every second of airtime on television is counted in 
order to ensure a level playing field, for example.

Ultimately, however, what is needed more than 
anything else are political solutions that address 
the challenges that drive voters towards populists 
on the right (and left). This begins with solutions 
to the migration issue – something that lies at the 
heart of many debates. But it does not end there. 
Indeed, it is a recurring fallacy to claim that 
centre-right parties are playing the populists’ 
game when they take up “their issues”. In fact, 
the opposite is true: If parties of the centre leave 
those issues that concern the public to right-wing 
populists, this itself contributes significantly to 
the outcomes we are witnessing across Europe 
and beyond.

This situation does not mean that centre-right 
parties should model themselves on right-wing 
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A growing factor is the diaspora, which is becoming 
increasingly politically mobilised and often responds 
strongly to populist candidates in elections. The AUR’s 
online campaigns reach this target group particularly 
effectively and underscore the strategic importance of 
digital platforms.

The political centre is facing a crisis of confidence. In 
order to curb the rise of radical forces, Romania needs 
transparent governance, visible reforms, and commu-
nication that conveys security, dignity, and credible 
prospects for the future. Without convincing answers, 
democratic erosion looms.

Crisis of Confidence 
and a Disoriented 
Centre
The Growing Success of Right-Wing Populists Is 
Exposing Democratic Deficits in Romania

In a Nutshell

Romania is undergoing a profound political shift. The 
established parties of the PSD, the PNL, and the USR 
are losing trust on a massive scale, while the right-wing 
populist AUR is emerging as the dominant force. The 
success of the AUR is based on nationalist narratives, 
anti-system rhetoric, and skilful use of social media that 
breaks with traditional campaign patterns.

Polarisation has a strong sociological dimension. The 
AUR achieves its highest scores in rural regions and 
among less educated voters, while urban and academic 
milieus tend to support the PNL and USR. Age and gen-
der differences further reinforce fragmentation, with the 
PSD performing particularly well among older voters.
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For almost two decades, Europe has been living 
in crisis mode: a financial crisis, the pandemic, a 
war in the neighbourhood, energy and inflation 
shocks, as well as fears related to migration and 
technological acceleration. These ongoing cri-
ses have reshaped the political landscape: Tra-
ditional centrist parties are losing ground, while 
populist and radical forces are growing. Romania 
is following this pattern with some delay, but with 
similar dynamics.

Romania’s austerity course in response to the 
2008 financial crisis damaged trust in political 
elites because many people felt that the bur-
dens were not distributed fairly across society. 
After 2020, the pandemic, inflation, and the 
war in Ukraine intensified social fatigue as 
well as the already-latent distrust of the “sys-
tem” – a diffuse term referring to opaque power 
networks that are perceived as undermining a 
democratic order based on the separation of 
powers. The consequence: The Social Dem-
ocrats (PSD)1, the National Liberals (PNL; a 
member of the European People’s Party), and 
the reform-oriented USR have lost substan-
tial credibility, while the right-wing populist 
Alianţa pentru Unirea Românilor (Alliance 
for the Union of Romanians; AUR) and other 
radical parties have gained strength. In the par-
liamentary elections of 1 December 2024, the 
AUR became the dominant far-right force, win-
ning 91 of 464 seats. Today, at the beginning of 
2026, a grand centrist coalition governs under 
President Nicușor Dan and PNL Prime Minis-
ter Ilie Bolojan – theoretically an “expanded cen-
tre”. However, polls have for some time placed 
the AUR clearly ahead, at around 40 per cent. 
Further, smaller far-right parties are adding to 
this trend.

Who are the right-wing populist players 
in Romania, and what is their strategy?

The largest party with a right-wing populist 
profile is the AUR. In 2025 polling, it hovered 
at around 40 per cent. Its candidate and party 
leader, George Simion, received 46.4 per cent 
in the second round of the presidential election 
in spring 2025 – after having received just under 
41 per cent in the first round. Although Nicușor 
Dan ultimately clearly won, with 53.6 per cent, 
having secured only around 21 per cent in the 
first round,2 Simion’s strong lead in the initial 
vote illustrates the fragility of Romania’s polit-
ical situation. The presidential elections had to 
be completely re-run after the Constitutional 
Court annulled the election following the first 
round of voting in November 2024 due to alle-
gations of electoral manipulation and distortion 
of equal opportunities of candidates, including 
through social networks and undeclared sources 
of funding.

The AUR presents itself as the party of the dis-
satisfied and disadvantaged, as an opponent of 
the established parties, and as a defender of 
traditional values. It describes itself as follows: 
“The party is new, but the struggle is old! The 
Alliance for the Unity of Romanians (AUR) was 
founded on 1 December 2019. We value fam-
ily, fatherland, faith, and freedom. Are you 
tired of watching Romania’s resources being 
plundered without restraint? Are you tired of 
seeing Romanians forced to seek work abroad? 
Are you tired of seeing everything we value 
about our country and our people trampled 
underfoot? Are you tired of choosing between 
‘bad’ and ‘very bad’? So are we. That is why we 
founded this party.”3
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for them, the communist period meant a signifi-
cantly better life than today”.7

Many in the Romanian 
diaspora are receptive to 
messages emphasising 
its members’ value and 
distinctiveness.

Particularly noteworthy is the AUR’s attempt 
to address everything “Romanian” beyond the 
country’s borders. The party advocates unifica-
tion with the Republic of Moldova, where Roma-
nian is also spoken. Above all, it targets the votes 
of the large Romanian diaspora, which – as the 
electoral support for Călin Georgescu illustrates – 
is in parts highly receptive to messages empha-
sising its members’ value and distinctiveness as 
Romanians.

The AUR is not the only actor in the populist 
party landscape: Other parties with similar 
themes but with a much smaller role include 
S.O.S România, which attracted attention by 
showcasing itself theatrically in the European 
Parliament, where it has been represented since 
2024. On 18 July 2024, MEP Diana Șoșoacă was 
expelled from the chamber during a plenary 
session after having disrupted the proceedings. 
Wearing a mock muzzle, she shouted phrases 
such as “You have killed people” and “I was 
elected by Romanians”. Romania’s Constitu-
tional Court barred the MEP – classified as far-
right and pro-Russian  – from the presidential 
election scheduled for late November 2024 in a 
controversial ruling from October 2024. Accord-
ing to the Court, Șoșoacă’s public statements 
demonstrated that she was incapable of uphold-
ing the oath of office to respect the constitution 
and protect democracy.8

A sociological map of party preferences

Opinion polls show that approval ratings for the 
right-wing populist AUR – as well as for other 

Political scientists Sorina Soare and Claudiu 
Tufiș classify the party as follows: “The [AUR’s] 
programme combines key elements of nativism, 
authoritarianism and populism. Without funda-
mentally questioning the legitimacy of the dem-
ocratic constitutional order, the party directs 
its criticism at specific manifestations of liberal 
democracy. It defines ‘the people’ in populist-
nativist terms and portrays foreign individuals 
and cultures as threats to the homogeneity of an 
organically conceived community.”4

An independent “anti-system candidate”, the 
previously little-known and initially under
estimated Călin Georgescu also ran in the 
subsequently annulled first round of the pres-
idential election in 2024.5 His campaign com-
bined anti-Western and pro-Russian narratives 
with elements inspired by the fascist Romanian 
Legionary movement6 that were presented 
in spiritually mystical language, emphasising 
Romania’s uniqueness due to its location in the 
Carpathians.

The AUR deploys similar narratives – albeit with 
a different tone. One element is the emphasis 
on the national dimension. On the most recent 
national holiday, 1 December 2025, party leader 
George Simion had his leadership confirmed 
at a party congress in Alba Iulia in northwest-
ern Romania. He had travelled in a “March of 
Unity” to the city, where Transylvania had united 
with Romania on 1 December 1918 – an act that 
marked the founding of the modern Romanian 
state. Through this symbolism, Simion presented 
himself as a champion of the “true Romania” – a 
claim that Călin Georgescu also sought to appro-
priate with his own march in Alba Iulia on the 
same day.

Simion’s appeal to national themes does not 
contradict narratives that glorify the commu-
nist past. As Stefan Baghiu writes, “[i]f you step 
out of the established middle-class spaces and 
socialize with the 45+ population in Romania’s 
towns and villages, including factory workers, 
old ladies selling in the market, pensioners, and 
Roma on the outskirts of post-industrial cities, 
you encounter the same significant social reality: 
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parties – vary significantly depending on socio
logical background, as illustrated in Figure 1. 
A survey conducted by the Romanian research 
institute INSCOP in late October / early Novem-
ber 2025, for example, produced the following 
ranking across all respondents among Romania’s 
major parties: AUR 38 per cent, PSD 19.5 per 
cent, PNL 14.6 per cent, and USR 12.3 per cent. 

In rural areas, however, the AUR dominates, with 
49 per cent, while in urban areas, it achieves 
30 per cent.9 The lower the level of education, 
the greater the inclination towards the AUR and 
the Social Democratic PSD. With rising levels 
of education, the national-liberal PNL and the 
reform-oriented USR gain support.10 The AUR’s 
strident rhetoric resonates most strongly with 
men. The PSD, by contrast, is chosen dispropor-
tionately often by women.11 Age differences are 
also pronounced. Young people aged 18 to 29 
are comparatively sceptical of the AUR, with a 

theoretical support level of “only” 34 per cent. 
The PSD reaches just nine per cent in this group. 
Among those aged 30 to 44, the AUR leads, with 
50 per cent. The PSD scores eight per cent in this 
cohort – more than ten points below its overall 
result. This is a clear indication that the AUR is 
drawing heavily on the PSD electorate. Voters 
aged 45 to 59 roughly mirror the overall average. 
Among those aged 60 and above, the PSD clearly 
leads, with 38 per cent, while the AUR reaches 
only 28 per cent. Traditional conservative vot-
ers remain anchored in familiar positions. At the 
same time, the PSD faces a demographic outlook 
problem.12

The diaspora as an emerging 
democratic challenge

The Romanian diaspora poses a challenge of its 
own. In the subsequently annulled presidential 
election in autumn 2024, 821,135 voters from 
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Worst-case scenario avoided: In the runoff election for the Romanian presidency in May 2025, the moderate 
mayor of Bucharest, Nicușor Dan (left), prevailed against the right-wing populist George Simion (right), who 
had been ahead in the first round. Photo: © Alex Nicodim, Imago. 
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Fig. 1: Party preferences in Romania, autumn 2025

Source: own illustration based on INSCOP Research 2025, n. 9–12. 
Note: Shown are all the parties that reached at least 10 per cent in the overall assessment.
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abroad were registered,13 with a majority sup-
porting far-right politician Călin Georgescu. Six 
months later, interest in Romania’s elections had 
increased markedly. The diaspora was mobilised 
in particular in the second round – that is, in the 
run-off between the initially leading George 
Simion (41 per cent) and the now-incumbent 
Nicușor Dan (21 per cent in the first round). 
Almost twice as many voters went to the polls.14 
Romanians in Hungary, Moldova, and other Cen-
tral and Eastern European countries – as well as in 
Denmark, Portugal, and the Netherlands – voted 
for Dan, in some cases by a significant majority. 
Simion won the round in most countries of “old 
Europe” and in Norway.15 In Germany, around 
278,000 voters (68 per cent) with Romanian citi
zenship backed Simion – an even greater propor-
tion than in the United Kingdom, where slightly 
fewer Romanians voted. Spain also ranks among 
the diaspora countries with a strong tilt towards 
Simion, albeit with lower overall numbers.

The strong diaspora swing towards Georgescu in 
2024 appears to mark the beginning of a political 
“awakening”, particularly among Romanians liv-
ing elsewhere in Europe. Of roughly 11.64 million 
voters, around 1.64 million ballots cast in 2025 – 
that is, approximately 14.3 per cent – were based 
outside Romania.16 Democratic parties would 
therefore be well advised to keep the diaspora 
firmly in view, especially in online campaigns. 
Romanian government delegations now regularly 
engage with diaspora representatives. It is also 
important to analyse which narratives resonate in 
which countries – and whether stereotypes about 
Romanians in host societies may potentially 
influence protest voting behaviour.17 Here, the 
AUR has recognised its potential and is exploiting 
it skilfully. Social media transcends geographical 
boundaries and operates free from the physical 
limits of analogue campaigning.

The Journal of Contemporary Central and East-
ern Europe18 published an analysis of right-wing 
populist online campaigning in April 2025. In this 
analysis, the authors trace the effective intertwin-
ing of viral campaigns, membership recruitment, 
and campaign financing through the monetisa-
tion of online success: Politics is becoming a 

“social media spectacle”, they write. “The tra-
ditional parties? They look lost, unable to adapt 
to a world where the rules of the game are being 
rewritten in real time.”19

Political environment and the 
strategies of traditional parties

The protest tapped by the AUR and, for example, 
S.O.S. România, has not arisen in a vacuum. The 
financial and economic crisis, the COVID-19 
pandemic, extreme income disparities, a deeply 
rooted sense of injustice, low levels of education 
and living standards – especially in rural areas – 
and – despite successful digital initiatives – com-
paratively weak digital literacy all form part of 
the breeding ground for uncertainty and dissat-
isfaction. Added to this is the persistent fear that 
Russia’s war against Ukraine could spill over, 
fuelled by repeated drone incursions into Roma-
nian airspace.

Democracy only began to 
gather momentum slowly  
after 1989.

The AUR also exploits another vulnerability in 
Romanian society: Like all intelligence services in 
totalitarian and authoritarian systems, the Secu-
ritate relied on control through the systematic 
cultivation of mistrust. The scars were not borne 
only by the dead, the imprisoned, and the tor-
tured and their families; rather, surveillance and 
betrayal penetrated deeply into the most intimate 
spheres of family life.20 This decades-long expe-
rience did not come to an abrupt and definitive 
end – as it did in eastern Germany after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall, for example. Well into the years 
after 1989/90 and even into the present, credible 
reports persist of state-backed actors entering pri-
vate spaces simply to leave subtle signs – a chair 
placed on a table, an object appearing in a private 
car – all signalling: “We were here”.

At the same time, trust in democratic institutions 
remains under considerable pressure – regardless 
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problems: corruption, over-bureaucratisa-
tion, and excessive state interference, often 
associated with the entrenched networks of 
the PSD and PNL. At the European level, the 
USR belongs to the Renew group. It has estab-
lished itself primarily among the well-educated 
urban middle classes but has struggled to reach 
broader voter segments, whether through its 
fact-based messaging or via its overall political 
style. Depending on the poll, the USR currently 
stands at just over ten per cent – with a tendency 
to shrink rather than grow. It is part of the gov-
erning coalition. The fact that the Romanian 
defence minister whom the party nominated – 
Ionuţ Moșteanu – was forced to resign in late 
November 2025 after false information about 
his university degree was found in his CV was 
a bitter blow to a party that claims to be “with-
out criminals”. This blend of a technocratic 
approach and the loss of personal trust is weigh-
ing heavily on the USR.

Under its leader, Prime Minister Ilie Bolojan, 
the PNL currently presents itself as a “clean-up 
party”. In order to keep the budget deficit under 
control, it is imposing austerity measures on the 
public. Lower pay is looming over public-sector 
employees, and VAT was raised from 19 to 21 per 
cent on 1 August 2025.21 Property tax and vehicle 
tax have risen by up to 70 per cent since January 
2026. The cap on electricity prices was lifted in 
mid-2025, and the cap on gas prices was due to 
expire at the end of March 2026, thereby reliev-
ing the state budget by several billion lei. The 
current dispute over pensions for members of 
the judiciary is less about economics than about 
symbolism. It is not only lower-income groups 
who are expected to contribute to saving. What is 
missing is a narrative of solidarity and a positive 
promise for the future. Ilie Bolojan thus comes 
across more as a decisive manager than as an 
empathetic communicator.

President Dan is also not providing a better 
“packaging” of government policy. His personal 
credibility is suffering due to his need to repeat-
edly negotiate compromises with coalition part-
ners who pull in different directions.22 Without a 
determined and cohesive government, the AUR 

of educational background. Democracy only 
began to gather momentum slowly after 1989. 
The National Council for the Study of the Secu-
ritate Archives (Consiliul Naţional pentru Stud-
ierea Arhivelor Securităţii, CNSAS) was not 
established until around 25 years ago – that is, 
more than one decade after the fall of the com-
munist dictatorship. The old elites of the repres-
sive Securitate apparatus – which had secured 
Nicolae Ceaușescu’s rule until the 1989 revolu-
tion – thus had more than ten years to keep their 
dossiers hidden. To this day, the CNSAS con-
tinues to demand the transfer of files that have 
still not been fully handed over. In this sense, 
the early post-1989 phase of Romanian democ-
racy might be described as a form of “managed 
democracy”.

The current conflict over pensions – coupled with 
major dysfunctions and corruption in the justice 
system – is compounded by paralysis within parts 
of the governing coalition and by the rivalry 
between the president and prime minister – popu
larly described as a “war of the palaces”.

Under Sorin Grindeanu, who was confirmed 
as party leader on 7 November 2025, the PSD 
appears to have opted to mimic the AUR’s criti
cism of the government and the “system par-
ties”. Grindeanu has repeatedly flirted publicly 
with the idea of breaking up the current moderate 
coalition of which the PSD is a part. The motive 
is clear: It is primarily PSD voters who are defect-
ing to the AUR. The “independent” candidate 
for mayor of Bucharest backed by the AUR – talk 
show host Anca Alexandrescu, who ran for the 
“Justice for Bucharest” alliance – also has a long 
track record of working with the PSD at multi-
ple levels. The AUR is therefore the most direct 
threat to the PSD – and might even replace it. 
There is little evidence that the Social Democrats 
have developed an effective, self-defined strategy 
to counter this challenge. At the same time, the 
AUR has made clear that it is not available for a 
coalition with the PSD.

After having been co-founded by today’s Presi
dent Nicușor Dan, the USR set out to tackle 
what it views as Romania’s core governance 
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has ample opportunities to exploit public unease 
for its own political purposes.

The quality of governance 
determines credibility.

Outlook and need for action

The political centre in Romania is under pressure, 
as is a democracy that appears vulnerable. The 
core question is no longer whether the centre is 
losing support, but whether it can regain it at all. 
A look at other European countries such as the 
Netherlands indicates that the centre can recover 
when it becomes clear that it is not merely con-
cerned with holding on to power. A number of 
conditions are key here.

First, the quality of governance determines 
credibility. Transparency, reliability, and visible 
results matter: tangible progress on infrastruc-
ture projects, investment in the energy sector, 
serious education reforms, and an end to bud
getary waste. A sound development plan through 
to the 2028 election year that is both clearly com-
municated and well structured could build trust 
if priorities are bundled, goals are realistic and 
measurable, and commitments are stated in veri
fiable terms.

Second, the centre should take people’s fears 
and emotions seriously and address them pro-
actively. Populist success cannot be explained 
solely by disinformation or manipulation; 
rather, it is rooted in real-life experience: 
material insecurity, social inequality, emigra-
tion, questions of identity, and the feeling of 
not being heard politically. By contrast, the 
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Decisive manager rather than empathetic communicator: Prime Minister Ilie Bolojan is seen in Parliament, in 
September 2025. Photo: © Lucian Alecu, Imago. 
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on security, respect, and national dignity. This 
should be embedded in a narrative that is both 
patriotic and pro-European – that is, one that 
does not stop at “Brussels” but that instead 
shows that Romania is transforming itself and 
helping to shape Europe.

Pressure in Romania is further intensified by the 
deftly exploited manipulative mechanisms of the 
major online communication platforms. As a stra-
tegically vital country on NATO’s eastern flank 
with a long border with Ukraine and access to the 
Black Sea, Romania is very much in the sights of 
those who oppose European freedom.

Alongside domestic political answers, the country 
additionally needs a broader public debate about 
how the terror of the Securitate has shaped peo-
ple’s basic outlook and the pervasive mistrust that 
runs through all areas of society. This makes it 
essential to establish – or improve – the trans-
parency of state action. All democratic parties 
should initiate processes that may be uncom-
fortable even for themselves. The press and civil 
society must insist on this. In Germany, it was 
the Federal Constitutional Court that repeatedly 
admonished the parties and helped make Ger-
many one of the most transparent countries in 
terms of party financing. However, Romania’s 
judicial bodies are currently in a deep crisis them-
selves and cannot provide such an impetus.

In short, Romania is experiencing a multiple 
crisis of confidence. Yet mistrust is the invisible 
enemy of freedom and democracy. Elections are 
the granting of trust for a limited period. Insti-
tutionalised checks and balances create deliber-
ate tensions that are resolved not least through 
transparent procedures, thereby building trust in 
institutions. Without trust, democracy does not 
stand a chance.

– translated from German –

political centre rarely communicates openly 
in Romania, sometimes ignoring issues that 
are painful for the population, and frequently 
resorting to technocratic clichés and lacking 
empathy: about resilience funds, the number of 
new motorway kilometres, percentages of the 
budget deficit, and tax rates. These issues are 
important, but they only indirectly impact on 
people’s day-to-day lives. Anyone who wants to 
regain trust must speak about dignity, security, 
and the future: secure jobs, affordable energy, 
functioning schools, and the prospect that effort 
will pay off. Politics is not only about adminis-
tration: Indeed, it is also about meaning, foster-
ing a sense of belonging, and working together 
for a “better Romania”.

Ultimately, the country needs renewal rather 
than cartel politics. Grand coalitions can guar-
antee stability, but they bear an inherent risk: If 
they look like a power pact among established 
parties, which has been Romania’s experience 
in recent years, they feed precisely the anti-es-
tablishment narratives from which radical forces 
benefit. In Romania, this risk is particularly 
pronounced because the current coalition – and 
each of its member parties – has thus far made 
little effort to bring forward new faces, inde-
pendent experts, or visible actors from civil 
society, business, or the diaspora. In so doing, 
these actors reinforce the narrative of a closed 
political system that simply administers itself. 
For parties such as the AUR, which portrays 
itself as the voice of the “excluded”, this is a 
strategic gift.

Romania therefore stands at a crossroads. Either 
the grand coalition can harden into a “club of the 
old parties”, thereby accelerating the further rise 
of the AUR and other protest forces, or it can 
use its current position of power to bring about 
a credible restart. In order to do so, democratic 
parties must renew themselves in terms of per-
sonnel and practise internal party democracy 
rather than relying on informal power structures. 
Government representatives should address 
emotions and communicate with empathy. They 
need to name concerns, hardships, and short-
comings while offering a credible perspective 
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Latin America is currently undergoing a political shift to 
the right. Following the defeat of several left-wing gov-
ernments, conservative and right-wing populist forces 
have dominated the region since 2025. This develop-
ment follows the “pink tide” of the 2000s and is fuelled 
by growing dissatisfaction with left-wing incumbents 
as well as by a new US policy approach.

Of the 15 democracies examined here, nine have 
changed political direction since 2022, mostly from 
left to right. Figures such as Javier Milei in Argen-
tina and Nayib Bukele in El Salvador embody the 
new political mood with their populist strategies, 
while moderate conservatives such as Luis Abinader 

Polarisation, 
Populism, 
Pragmatism
Latin America’s Party Landscape Shifts to the Right

In a Nutshell

in the Dominican Republic prioritise stability and 
pragmatism.

What these new governments share is a focus on secu-
rity, economic reform, and the rejection of left-wing 
networks. Political polarisation and personalisation are 
increasing, while traditional centrist parties are losing 
influence and facing strategic dilemmas.

Young voters and social media are further accelerating 
the shift to the right. Whether this turn will bring lasting 
improvements or is merely another swing of the pendu-
lum will depend on the new leaders’ governing capacity 
and respect for democratic principles.
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On 3 January 2026, the US government ended the 
rule of dictator Nicolás Maduro in Venezuela with 
a military strike. This marked the symbolic begin-
ning of the end of the decades-long “socialism of 
the 21st century”, which had been supported by 
parts of the international left, though the dicta-
torship itself – now without Maduro – continues 
to exist. However, the end of the dominance of 
left-leaning governments in Latin America has 
been emerging for some time and is now gaining 
additional momentum as a result of the Trump 
administration’s new Latin America policy. In 
numerous countries, right-wing populist, liber-
tarian, conservative, or centre-right candidates 
have replaced previously governing left-wing 
presidents or secured re-election. This devel-
opment follows the so-called “pink tide” of the 
2000s and 2010s, during which moderate left 
and left-populist governments and left-wing dic-
tatorships set the tone, leaving a lasting mark on 
the continent. Their networks still exist and con-
tinue to hold power in Mexico and Brazil, which 
are by far the most important countries in Latin 
America. However, new political leaders from a 
variety of ideological backgrounds are increas-
ingly stepping onto the stage and are not only 
resonating with many voters – especially younger 
ones – but also making traditional political elites 
look outdated. Consequently, the defeat of left-
wing governments does not necessarily benefit 
moderate parties on the centre-right. Indeed, 
these parties are struggling with how to position 
themselves between long-established socialist 
rivals and new political competitors on the right 
without diluting their own political identities.

Election results since 2022: 
The right is en vogue

Of the 15 Latin American democracies under 
consideration here, nine countries have changed 

political direction since 2022 – in six cases, from 
left to right (i.e. Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Costa 
Rica, Honduras, and Panama), and in three cases, 
from right to left (i.e. Brazil, Colombia, and Uru-
guay). Elections in these latter three countries 
were closely contested, however. In the case of 
Brazil and Colombia, a structural voter major-
ity to the right of centre can even be assumed. 
The remaining countries recorded no shift in 
direction: Mexico and the Dominican Republic 
maintained a left-wing and a moderately right-
wing government, respectively. In Paraguay, the 
long-standing dominance of the conservative 
Colorado Party continued. In Ecuador, busi-
ness-friendly Daniel Noboa received a clear 
mandate for another term, while El Salvador 
confirmed its authoritarian incumbent, Nayib 
Bukele. Overall, conservative and right-wing 
forces have numerically dominated Latin Amer-
ica’s political leadership since 2025 for the first 
time in many years.

According to the Chilean pollsters at Latino-
barómetro, the proportion of Latin Americans 
who identify as belonging to the (centre-)right 
has been higher since 2024 than at any point in 
more than two decades. Political scientists speak 
of a possible “conservative turn” of historic pro-
portions that could shape a new generation  – 
comparable with earlier regional shifts such as 
the military dictatorships of the 1970s, the wave 
of democratisation in the 1980s, the market-ori-
ented reforms of the 1990s, and the left-leaning 
“pink tide” that began just over 20 years ago.1 
Conservative and right-wing populist candidates 
are considered strong contenders in the 2026 
elections in Peru, Colombia, and Brazil, while in 
Costa Rica, a candidate of this type has already 
prevailed. If current patterns continue, a major-
ity of right-leaning governments could emerge 
in the coming years.
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Country Year Elected president 
(party)

Orientation Political shift?

Argentina 2023 Javier Milei  
(La Libertad Avanza)

Right-libertarian 
populist

Yes (from centre-left to right; 
Peronists voted out)

Bolivia 2025 Rodrigo Paz (PDC) Centre-right –  
Christian democratic, 
market-friendly

Yes (end of ~ 20 years of MAS 
left-wing rule)

Brazil 2022 Luis Inácio Lula  
da Silva (PT)

Left-wing – social 
democratic

Yes (from right (Bolsonaro) to left)

Chile 2025 José Antonio Kast  
(Partido Republicano)

Right – national 
conservative

Yes (from centre-left (Boric) to right)

Colombia 2022 Gustavo Petro  
(Pacto Histórico)

Left – progressive left Yes (from right (Duque) to left)

Costa Rica 2022 Rodrigo Chaves  
(PPSD)

Right – populist 
outsider

Yes (from centre-left to right);

successor Laura Fernández elected 
in 2026, also right-wing populist

Dominican 
Republic

2024 Luis Abinader (PRM) Centre-right –  
moderate

No (continuity; right-wing govern-
ment since 2020)

Ecuador 2023 Daniel Noboa (ADN) Centre-right – 
conservative 
market-liberal

No (continuity of right-wing govern-
ment; rejection of left-wing Correa 
camp)

El Salvador 2024 Nayib Bukele  
(Nuevas Ideas)

Right-authoritarian 
populist

No (continuity; Bukele president 
since 2019, confirmed in 2024 with 
~ 85 %)

Guatemala 2023 Bernardo Arévalo 
(Semilla)

Centre-left – reformist Yes (from right (Giammattei) to 
centre-left)

Honduras 2025 Nasry Asfura (PNH) Right – conservative, 
traditional

Yes (from left (Xiomara Castro) to 
right)

Mexico 2024 Claudia Sheinbaum 
(Morena)

Left – left-national, 
populist

No (continuity after AMLO, took 
office Dec 2024)

Panama 2024 José Raúl Mulino (RM) Right – conservative Yes (from centre-left (PRD) to right)

Paraguay 2023 Santiago Peña  
(Colorado)

Right – traditional, 
conservative

No (continuity: Colorado Party 
remains in power)

Peru – José María Balcázar 
(transitional govern-
ment since Dec 2022)

– (Election postponed to 2026; 
left-wing president elected in 2021, 
removed in 2022)

Uruguay 2024 Yamandú Orsi  
(Frente Amplio)

Centre-left – 
moderate, social 
democratic

Yes (from centre-right to centre-left)

Note: Not included in this overview are Haiti (due to ongoing instability) as well as the authoritarian states (left-
wing dictatorial, no free elections) Venezuela (de facto Delcy Rodríguez), Nicaragua (Daniel Ortega) and Cuba 
(Miguel Díaz-Canel).
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However, Latin America remains a “pendulum 
continent”. Voters frequently punish incumbent 
governments if they are perceived to have failed, 
regardless as to their ideological orientation. In a 
sense, the protest voter is the strongest political 
force in the region. As Chilean analyst Jorge Sahd 
puts it, “The desire for change remains Latin 
America’s largest party”.2 Many of the shifts in 
power cited above are the result not necessarily 
only of proactive support for the right, but also 
of protest votes against disappointing left-wing 
incumbents.

The choice of the individual 
candidate is particularly 
important in Latin America.

The spectrum of the new right: From 
moderate conservatives to radical populists

In Latin America, politics is heavily focused on 
individual leaders; thus, the choice of an individ-
ual candidate is particularly important. Current 
presidents to the right of centre represent a broad 
range of ideologies and styles, from moderate to 
radical.

One of the best-known figures among the new 
generation of Latin American leaders is Javier 
Milei, a libertarian economist without a traditional 
party base. With striking slogans and eccentric 
appearances – wielding a chainsaw, for example – 
he has channelled the anger of many Argentines. 
Milei stabilised an economy weakened by years 
of left-wing rule and subsequently also won par-
liamentary elections. Despite his unconventional 
and sometimes-abrasive style, he avoids nation-
alist and anti-migration rhetoric and instead calls 
for a radical reduction in state intervention, which 
impedes his categorisation as a classical right-
wing populist.

By contrast, Nayib Bukele – El Salvador’s self-
styled “coolest dictator in the world”3 – seeks 
to consolidate as much power as possible in his 
own hands. He is widely known across the region 

for his hard stance against criminal gangs and is 
extremely popular among many Latin Americans, 
skilfully cultivating the image of a self-made pop-
ular hero – primarily through social media, where 
his following is larger than El Salvador’s popu-
lation. Evidence of Bukele’s own contacts with 
criminal gangs and his disregard for human rights 
has not diminished his support. Indeed, for many 
followers, results matter above all – specifically 
improved public security, even at the expense of 
democratic freedoms.

Costa Rica’s outgoing president, Rodrigo Chaves, 
belongs to the same group of new populists, and 
his like-minded successor, Laura Fernández, is 
expected to continue Chaves’s political legacy 
following a landslide victory. A highly educated 
former World Bank manager, Chaves disrupted 
the country’s party landscape in 2022 by inject-
ing populist rhetoric into an otherwise-restrained 
campaign and winning as an outsider. His eco-
nomic policy is conservative, while rhetorically, 
he seeks proximity to “ordinary people”, for 
example, by deliberately adopting a provincial 
accent. At the same time, he has repeatedly 
attacked democratic institutions during his pres-
idency despite their solid reputation. With his 
political protégé Fernández soon to take office, 
right-wing populist Chaves is likely to retain sig-
nificant influence over Costa Rican government 
policy.

Chile’s recently elected President José Antonio 
Kast is not a political newcomer, but as a hard-
liner on internal security and migration, he was 
able to overtake traditional right-wing parties 
with the new Republican Party. Unlike mod-
erate centre-right parties, he did not distance 
himself from the Chilean dictatorship under 
Augusto Pinochet; on the contrary, he provoc
atively expressed sympathy with it, dominating 
the headlines with this taboo-breaking stance.

What these figures share is a people-focused 
rhetoric, sharp attacks on established parties, 
and media-savvy provocations – preferably via 
social media. While their substantive positions 
vary, they are commonly described as populists. 
Their success indicates that a significant share 
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Moderate in both substance and style, these con-
servatives differ clearly from the more strident 
populists by emphasising institutional solutions, 
seeking broad social consensus, and standing for 
economic expertise with a free-market approach. 
Their success reveals that the shift to the right is 
not solely an expression of anger and protest; 
rather, it is also driven by a desire for pragmatic 
leadership and predictability.

Shared features of right-leaning 
presidents: Security, economic growth, 
and a rejection of socialism

Despite their differences, whether moderate or 
radical, conservative and right-wing populist 
presidents are perceived by voters as being highly 
competent in similar policy areas. First and 
foremost, they stand for law and order. Tough 
measures against crime, corruption, and chaos 
have been promised by the winning candidates 
in almost every campaign. These presidents are 
also united by a market-oriented outlook that 
undoubtedly resonates particularly with the pri-
vate sector but that can additionally offer hope 
of a better life through economic prosperity to 
voters who are not themselves entrepreneurs. 
Finally, the new right present themselves as 
defenders of conservative social values (family, 
religion, and national identity) against progres-
sive cultural agendas of which many voters are 
tired. Kast, for example, waged a culture war 
against abortion and “gender ideology”, while 
even an unideological pragmatist such as Bukele 
positions himself as an anti-woke role model in 
the regional debate.

Beyond these policy areas, another shared char-
acteristic is evident: Pragmatism outweighs 
dogmatism. After decades in which right-wing 
politics was often equated with a neoliberal, 
elite-driven agenda and with cuts to social pro-
vision, many representatives of the new right now 
present themselves as being deliberately peo-
ple-oriented and flexible, thereby showing that 
they have learned from mistakes made by con-
servatives in the past. One example is that these 
representatives seek to avoid being perceived as 
being cold-hearted towards the poor. “The right 

of the electorate are not afraid of radical alterna-
tives and that these politicians have found ways 
of mobilising this potential.

The success of moderate 
conservatives reveals that the 
shift to the right is not solely 
an expression of anger and 
protest.

Alongside them, moderate conservatives have 
also achieved electoral success, emphasising 
continuity and professionalism, with the Domin-
ican Republic’s President Luis Abinader being a 
prime example. The businessman and moder-
ate reformer replaced a corruption-plagued left-
wing government in 2020 and was confirmed 
in office in 2024 based on an economically 
liberal yet socially balanced record. Similarly, 
Ecuador’s economically liberal President Dan-
iel Noboa was confirmed in office in 2025 after 
having previously served as interim president. 
Seen as pragmatic rather than ideological, he 
has pursued a technocratic course in addressing 
the security crisis. After losing a referendum in 
autumn 2025, he moved away from his populist 
refusal to cooperate with traditional elites and 
has since worked more closely with other centre-
right forces. Paraguay’s President Santiago 
Peña also belongs to the group of conservative 
politicians associated with market economics, 
stability, and continuity, thereby continuing the 
longstanding policies of the dominant Colo
rado Party. However, Peña has faced criticism 
beyond Paraguay due to weak anti-corruption 
efforts and his political dependence on his con-
troversial predecessor Horacio Cartes. Bolivia’s 
newly elected President Rodrigo Paz likewise 
fits the pattern of moderate conservative lead-
ership: Although he ran on the ticket of the 
Christian Democratic Party (PDC) in 2025, Paz 
is not a traditional party insider and primarily 
benefited from public desire for historic change 
after nearly twenty years of socialist MAS gov-
ernments.
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used to be seen as heartless – that’s no longer the 
case”, comments Brian Winter, editor-in-chief 
of Americas Quarterly. “The left may still enjoy 
a credibility advantage on social justice, but it is 
not what it once was”.4

Right-wing parties have found their lowest com-
mon denominator in their uncompromising stance 
towards the traditional left. In their respective 
countries, they agree on the goal of breaking the 
dominance of the parties of the “Pink Galaxy”5 – 
that is, networks of parties on the subcontinent 
ranging from social democratic to left-authoritar-
ian that were organised and coordinated through 
the Foro de São Paulo and the Grupo de Puebla. 
In addition to the left-wing dictatorships in Cuba, 
Nicaragua, and Venezuela, the only prominent 
representative of the moderate left still in office is 
Brazil’s 80-year-old Lula da Silva. Other current 
left-wing presidents who might be associated with 
this network – such as Yamandú Orsi in Uruguay 
and Gustavo Petro in Colombia – are nowhere 
near as politically influential. As such, the real 
political and social momentum for change in Latin 
America no longer comes from the left as it once 
did, but from the right.

The dilemma facing centrist parties: 
Distance or rapprochement?

The stark polarisation between left and right in 
recent years has pushed above all the moderate, 
traditional parties of the centre and centre-right 
onto the defensive. Many of these parties – such 
as long-established Christian democratic and 
conservative parties that were once able to appeal 
to large segments of society  – have lost visibility 
in election campaigns and performed poorly as 
a result because they have been unable to offer 
either radical change or an appealing vision 
capable of matching that of the noisier populists. 
These moderate forces face the challenge of how 
to deal with populist outsiders without losing 
their own profile. Latin America’s centre-right 
parties are pursuing a range of different strate-
gies in order to adapt to the new political realities.

One prominent example is Brazil, where the 
party landscape has become increasingly polar-
ised into two camps. Caught between a strong 
left-wing bloc led by President Lula da Silva and a 
right-nationalist camp centred on Jair Bolsonaro, 
moderate parties have for years been struggling 
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After almost 20 years: With the election of the moderate conservative Rodrigo Paz, the long rule of the 
Movimiento al Socialismo came to an end in Bolivia in 2025. Photo: © Xinhua, Imago.
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the left-wing bloc to an end at the ballot box. 
Mainstream parties such as Propuesta Republi-
cana (PRO) in Argentina along with Renovación 
Nacional and Unión Demócrata Independiente 
in Chile have paid a high price for the success of 
this cooperation. They have lost votes and a clear-
cut profile, while in the case of PRO, more and 
more leading figures have drifted towards Milei’s 
party, La Libertad Avanza. Tactically, they now 
find themselves in an awkward position: If the 
government performs well, they will continue to 
lose voters to the president’s party, whereas if the 
president fails, voters will punish them along with 
the president.

In the 2025 elections in Honduras, Bolivia, and 
Ecuador, moderate conservatives emerged as 
winners. In all three cases, voters delivered a 
clear rejection of left-wing political projects in 
the mould of “socialism of the 21st century”. 
Nevertheless, there were differences compared 

internally and with one another to find the right 
course and are constantly testing how best to posi-
tion themselves between the two poles. The 2026 
election year promises to be highly competitive. 
Despite his advanced age, the left’s figurehead, 
Lula da Silva, is running again in 2026, while Jair 
Bolsonaro’s son Flávio has also thrown his hat 
into the ring. While Flávio does not command 
the same following as his father, a run-off place 
as the strongest representative of a divided right 
remains possible. This means that Brazil could 
once again face an electoral scenario in which a 
structural voter majority exists to the right of cen-
tre – as local6 and regional7 results suggest – while 
the national government is led by the left.

In Argentina and Chile, moderate conservative 
parties have chosen a path of cooperation with 
their radical competitors. There are differences 
in tone and style, but also a substantial policy 
overlap along with the common goal of bringing 
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Ambassadors against socialist experiments: The millions of exiles from Venezuela currently living in other 
countries of Latin America often act there as a powerful voice against left-wing policy approaches.  
Photo: © ZUMA Press Wire, Imago.
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with traditional mainstream parties and election 
campaigns in other countries. It was not until 
2021 that Daniel Noboa founded the Acción 
Democrática Nacional party in Ecuador: With 
a massive online campaign that often pushed 
the boundaries of democratic decency, the ADN 
responded to the populist attacks of socialist 
challenger Luisa González. In Bolivia, Rodrigo 
Paz unexpectedly prevailed in the run-off. He 
campaigned for a “capitalism for all” with social 
safeguards, but a deciding factor in his victory 
was his campaign partner, Edman “Capitán” 
Lara8: A former police captain, Lara promised to 
tackle crime using tough rhetoric and a well-or-
chestrated social media campaign.

Mexican voters viewed the 
“grand centre” alliance as an 
act of desperation.

Mexico does not fit the common pattern, for 
the left-populist Movimiento de Renovación 
Nacional (Morena) not only won the 2018 elec-
tions with presidential candidate López Obrador, 
but also further consolidated itself as a strong 
left-wing force with Claudia Sheinbaum’s vic-
tory in 2024. Unlike in the rest of Latin Amer-
ica, the centre-right Partido Acción Nacional 
(PAN) entered an electoral alliance in 2024 with 
its social democratic rival, the Partido Revolu-
cionario Institucional (PRI). They fielded a busi-
nesswoman of indigenous background, Xóchitl 
Gálvez, in the hope that a female candidate who 
is closely connected to ordinary citizens would 
bring fresh momentum to the campaign. It was a 
resounding failure. Voters’ distrust in the estab-
lished “old parties” was too great: They viewed 
the “grand centre” alliance of the former rivals 
PRI and PAN not as a solution, but rather as an 
act of desperation. Since the rise of Morena, 
numerous party defections have followed, with 
the PRI losing far more than the PAN.

As in Europe, the central problem for mainstream 
parties lies in the strategic question of rapproche-
ment or distancing – both in forming electoral 

alliances and in political communication, par-
ticularly when adopting populist elements. Rap-
prochement can secure power in the short term 
but carries the risk of a loss of one’s own profile 
and an erosion of one’s identity. Cooperation with 
radical forces may have brought down the left, as 
in Argentina and Chile, but it has marginalised 
the moderate partners. By contrast, distancing 
preserves credibility but carries the risk of polit-
ical irrelevance. Alliances with political adver-
saries – as in Mexico – are not a viable solution, 
either. Adopting populist styles of mobilisation – 
such as aggressive rhetoric and social media cam-
paigns – may increase visibility but undermines 
the normative foundations of moderate parties. 
The challenge is to develop an attractive, inde-
pendent vision of reform and stability grounded 
in democratic principles that is perceived nei-
ther as outdated or ineffective nor as a copy of 
populist extremes. If traditional parties reduce 
themselves to the role of mere majority-makers 
for radical forces, they will ultimately make them-
selves redundant. The same applies if they fail to 
adapt to the new spirit of the times – particularly 
in candidate selection and political communica-
tion. In this context, it will be worth watching the 
performance of right-wing populist outsider and 
self-styled “celebrity lawyer” Abelardo de la Espri-
ella in Colombia. In the upcoming campaign, he 
is positioning himself against both the traditional 
right and the unsuccessful incumbent left, seeking 
to draw votes from both camps.

The prevailing mood is shifting rightwards – 
Politically volatile and unburdened by taboos

One striking feature of the recent political shift 
is the role of first-time and younger voters. In 
many Latin American countries, the younger 
generation has shown no hesitation in support-
ing right-wing or anti-establishment candidates. 
On the contrary: In some cases, young voters 
even form the largest support base for these 
politicians. This situation points to a shift in 
the political mood: The progressive-left ideal 
of renewal that prevailed ten or 15 years ago has 
lost its appeal to many young people; instead, 
they are now more open to previously untested, 
sometimes-taboo-breaking solutions. This trend 
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current US administration. This is hardly surpris-
ing given that Washington recently announced 
its intent to actively support like-minded politi-
cal forces in the Western Hemisphere, to expand 
trade relations, and to stabilise Latin American 
countries in line with its own interests. This intent 
has already become clear in two cases: During 
recent parliamentary elections in Argentina and 
the presidential elections in Honduras, Donald 
Trump publicly expressed a preferred outcome 
and threatened consequences if voters failed to 
follow his call. Despite concerns about the con-
frontational style of the US president, the new 
right-leaning governments are reacting prag-
matically: They have determined that proximity 
offers more opportunities than risks. Fears of a 
possible end to the multilateral order are giving 
way both to a results-oriented approach and to 
shared market-oriented goals. This situation is 
also reflected in surveys: According to the Mexi-
can polling institute Áltica, a majority of people 
in the nine surveyed Latin American countries 
support the US military strike in Venezuela and 
the arrest of dictator Maduro.10 This is not with-
out reason: Indeed, millions of Venezuelans 
who have been forced to flee hunger, repression, 
and a lack of prospects have recounted in host 
countries across the region the disastrous conse-
quences of socialist experiments. Their dramatic 
fate has repeatedly been cited by right-of-centre 
politicians as clear evidence warning against left-
wing policies. At the same time, even moderate 
figures on the left have hesitated to condemn the 
regime in Caracas, thereby undermining their 
own credibility when speaking about democracy, 
human rights, and the achievements of left-wing 
policies.

Latin America has recently experienced a notice-
able shift to the right. In any case, the political 
discourse has shifted: Conservative buzzwords 
such as freedom, security, and order are once 
again dominant, whereas progressive terms such 
as justice, inclusion, and participation previously 
prevailed. Fuelled by disappointment with the 
left, whose policies have often contributed to 
crises themselves, space is opening up for new 
actors – from radical libertarians and conserva-
tives focused on traditional values to moderate 

was confirmed by a survey conducted in Novem-
ber 2025 by AtlasIntel and Bloomberg in Brazil, 
Latin America’s most populous country. Accord-
ing to the survey, more than half of those under 
40 place themselves politically on the right or 
centre-right, while older cohorts lean slightly to 
the left.9 Many do not define themselves primar-
ily by ideology but want tangible improvements 
in everyday issues such as employment, security, 
and the cost of living. A key background factor 
here is that young Latin Americans have no direct 
memory of right-wing military dictatorships, 
including the emotionally charged democratic 
transition of the 1980s. Instead, they have wit-
nessed numerous corruption scandals, economic 
collapse, and often also social stagnation, all of 
which have largely occurred under established, 
mostly left-wing governing parties. This situation 
has led to a different political socialisation of the 
younger generation. Trust in traditional institu-
tions and parties has been deeply shaken, thereby 
making anti-establishment rhetoric by political 
outsiders more persuasive. Social media plays 
a key role in mobilising volatile voter groups, 
especially young people. Traditional campaign 
methods are receding, while political success 
now increasingly depends on mastering digital 
platforms: namely emotionally charged, eas-
ily digestible messages that capture the quickly 
evolving zeitgeist and that are amplified by algo-
rithms. Regardless of their political orientation, 
the winners of recent elections have all under-
stood and applied this dynamic better than their 
more sluggish opponents.

The new right-leaning 
governments calculate that 
proximity to the US president 
offers more opportunities than 
risks.

The right-leaning mood is also being reinforced 
by a new US policy towards Latin America. All 
Latin American governments to the right of centre 
share a desire for a positive relationship with the 
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technocrats. They now have the opportunity to 
bring about a lasting political shift in Latin Amer-
ica and to overcome the dominance of an ideo-
logically exhausted left. Whether this rightward 
shift will bring lasting improvements in govern-
ance or remain just another episode in the sub-
continent’s historical pendulum will depend on 
how effectively the new governments deliver – 
and on how strongly they uphold democratic 
principles. Against this backdrop, traditional 
centre-right parties should proactively defend 
the democratic constitutional order not only out 
of conviction, but also in order to remain politi-
cally relevant.

– translated from German – 
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Long regarded by many Japanese as the country’s 
“natural party of government”, the Liberal Demo-
cratic Party (LDP) suffered significant losses in the 
2024/2025 elections, primarily losing ground to parties 
on the right of the political spectrum.

In the snap lower house election of February 2026, 
however, the LDP achieved the best result in its 70-year 
history: With a two-thirds majority, it will now fill over 
half of the seats on all parliamentary committees.

The election of right-conservative Sanae Takaichi as 
LDP leader and prime minister in autumn 2025 was 

Polarisation and the 
Political Centre in Japan
How the Liberal Democratic Party Staged Its Comeback

In a Nutshell

controversial and not without risk, as was the formation 
of a centre-right coalition with the Japan Innovation 
Party. However, the election victory vindicated both the 
party and Takaichi.

The state of the economy was the central issue in the 
most recent elections. With reform pledges and a 
massive stimulus package, Takaichi appealed to the 
preferences of a majority of voters, as did her restrictive 
positions on immigration.
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If Japan’s best-known parties were arranged 
from far left to far right and a line were drawn 
through the middle of the party landscape, the 
Japanese Communist Party (JCP), Reiwa Shin-
sengumi (“Beautiful Harmony”), the Social 
Democratic Party (SDP), and the Constitutional 
Democratic Party (CDP) would fall to the left of 
this line, while Kōmeitō (“Justice Party”) would 
mark the centre-left and the Democratic Party 
for the People (DPP) the centre-right. Further 
to the right would follow the Japan Innovation 
Party (Nippon Ishin no Kai; JIP), the Liberal 
Democratic Party (LDP), and Sanseitō (“Party 
of Political Participation”). On the far right of 
this scale would be the Conservative Party of 
Japan (CPJ). However, the CDP and Kōmeitō 
are now only represented as independent parties 
in the upper house (Sangiin, or House of Coun-
cillors); in the lower house (Shūgiin, or House 

of Representatives), they merged in January to 
form the Centrist Reform Alliance (CRA).

While Edo Naito argues in the Japan Times that 
terms such as “liberal”, “conservative”, and “pop-
ulist” have a “completely different meaning” in 
Japan than elsewhere,1 the left–right spectrum 
proposed by Edelman will suffice for the pur-
poses of the present analysis.2 Moreover, this arti-
cle does not examine all the parties mentioned 
above, instead focusing on selected parties to the 
right of centre, in particular the LDP.

On 8 February 2026, the LDP achieved what 
hardly anyone had expected. In the snap lower 
house election, it secured the best result in its 
70-year history: The governing party won 316 of 
the 465 seats, increasing its representation in the 
powerful parliamentary chamber by 125 seats. 
Even without its coalition partner, the JIP, it thus 
commands a two-thirds majority and fills over 
half the seats on all 17 standing committees in the 
lower house. How was this possible given that the 
LDP had been mired in a deep crisis for two years?

A major party-funding scandal shook the Lib-
eral Democrats at the end of 2023, and in sum-
mer 2024, highly unpopular Prime Minister 
Fumio Kishida announced that he would not 
seek re-election. Under his successor, Shigeru 
Ishiba, the LDP and its then–coalition partner 
Kōmeitō lost their majority in the subsequent 
lower house election in October. By the middle 
of last year, the ruling coalition had also failed 
to secure a majority in the upper house elec-
tion. Meanwhile, to both the left and right of the 
LDP, the DPP and Sanseitō recorded significant 
gains, with Ishiba subsequently being forced to 
step down. Kōmeitō then ended its alliance with 
the LDP, which had been in place since 1999 – a 
worst-case scenario for the party. The new LDP 
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•	 Reiwa Shinsengumi (“Beautiful 

Harmony”)
•	 SDP (Social Democratic Party)
•	 CDP (Constitutional  

Democratic Party)
•	 Kōmeitō (“Justice Party”) 

•	 DPP (Democratic Party for the People)
•	 JIP (Japan Innovation Party (Nippon 

Ishin no Kai))
•	 LDP (Liberal Democratic Party)
•	 Sanseitō (“Party of Political  

Participation”)
•	 CPJ (Conservative Party of Japan)

CRA

Left-wing

Centre

Right-wing

The party-landscape in Japan (Excerpt)

The Centre-Right – A Look at Conservative and Christian Democratic Parties Worldwide

Paul Linnarz is the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung’s Country 
Representative Japan and Director Regional Programme 
Economic Governance in Asia (SOPAS), based in Tokyo.

The Author

https://ogy.de/4b49


46

with the LDP – and Takaichi was by no means 
the uncontested favourite among LDP MPs in 
the race for party leadership.5 The alliance with 
the JIP also ruled out a possible coalition with the 
centre-left CDP, even though this would have 
produced comfortable parliamentary majori-
ties. Together with the largest opposition party, 
the LDP could theoretically have dispensed with 
snap lower house elections altogether.

Atmospherics, negotiation dynamics, political 
timing, and unexpected offers likely played just 
as great a role in these decisions as did strate-
gic considerations, of course. With the benefit 
of some hindsight, the present analysis seeks to 
examine how polarisation within Japanese soci-
ety has shaped voter preferences, how forces on 
the political right have influenced the LDP, and 
how the party – under Takaichi and in coalition 
with the JIP – ultimately succeeded in asserting 
itself. The discussion focuses on four elements: 
willingness to reform, conservatism, governing 
capacity, and participation.

Willingness to reform:  
“It’s the economy, stupid”

Japanese parties hold divergent positions on 
issues such as how Japan should position itself 
vis-à-vis China and the United States; how gen-
der equality should be advanced; whether nuclear 
power is too risky; which taxes should be raised or 
lowered; and whether the country should revise 
its pacifist constitution, recognise the Self-De-
fence Forces as a full military, and increase 
defence spending. However, in Japan’s rapidly 
ageing and shrinking society, voters are primarily 
concerned with their economic well-being.

According to regular surveys conducted by 
the Bank of Japan (BoJ), more than half of all 
Japanese have consistently believed since the 
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic that the 
economic situation has worsened compared 
with in the previous year (Fig. 1). By mid-2025, 
the share of dissatisfied respondents – at around 
70 per cent – was as high as in March 2021, when 
the state of emergency had to be extended in 
several prefectures due to rising infection rates.6

leader, Sanae Takaichi, had to find a new coa-
lition partner at speed. After intensive negotia-
tions, the JIP stepped in. However, even together 
with the JIP, the Liberal Democrats still lacked 
a majority in both chambers of parliament. For 
her election as prime minister, Takaichi there-
fore additionally relied in the lower house on the 
votes of several independents. Since late Octo-
ber last year, she has been the first woman at the 
head of Japan’s government.

A battle on several fronts

After three independent MPs had switched to 
the LDP in November, the governing coalition 
regained a razor-thin majority, at least in the 
lower house. However, public approval ratings 
for the LDP remained well below 30 per cent 
after Takaichi had taken office. Her decision 
to dissolve the lower house as early as in Jan-
uary and to call a snap election after just three 
months in office  – in the middle of a snowy 
winter – was therefore highly risky. To offset its 
losses, the LDP had to win back both moderate 
conservatives and voters on the far right in an 
election campaign shortened to just twelve days. 
The party additionally needed to regain appeal 
among independents and younger voters. But 
how could such a balancing act succeed? As in 
many countries, fewer and fewer people in Japan 
feel bound to established parties. Since the early 
1990s, the Liberal Democrats have lost four-
fifths of their members, with around 60,000 
people leaving the party in 2024 alone.3

Voters are primarily  
concerned about their 
economic well-being.

In October, the party selected Sanae Takaichi as 
its new leader from among five candidates. Takai
chi was not only the sole woman, but also the 
“most conservative and furthest to the right”.4 
Citing its inability to support a partner that was 
abandoning moderate conservative principles, 
Kōmeitō ended its long-standing cooperation 
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According to BoJ surveys (Fig. 2), during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, many Japanese still 
expected the economic situation to improve 
within the following twelve months. By autumn 
of last year, however, almost half of respondents 

expressed pessimism about future economic 
developments.

According to post-election surveys conducted 
by the world’s highest-circulation newspaper, 
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Fig. 1: Subjective assessment of overall economic conditions compared to the previous year

Fig. 2: Expectations for economic conditions for the following year

Source: own illustration based on Bank of Japan 2026: Opinion Survey, in: https://ogy.de/zf9c [16 Nov 2025].

Source: own illustration based on Bank of Japan 2026: Opinion Survey, in: https://ogy.de/zf9c [16 Nov 2025].
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campaign strategist James Carville urged Dem-
ocrats in 1992 to centre their presidential cam-
paign entirely on the economy amid recession.8 
Germany was grappling with the consequences 
of reunification, with many people in eastern 
Germany having lost their jobs. In Japan, the 
property bubble had burst, and the long-boom-
ing “Japan Inc.” had collapsed. What followed 
was the “Japan crisis” and three lost decades. 
Those entering the labour market in the 1990s 
often struggled to secure permanent full-time 
employment with adequate pay. Japan’s so-called 
“ice-age generation” continues to suffer in the 
labour market to this day.9 A post-election survey 
by Asahi Shimbun found that Sanseitō performed 
significantly better among men (60 per cent) 
than among women in the upper house election. 
Among voters aged 40 to 59, 42 per cent of those 
who cast their second vote for the far-right party 
in July 2025 belonged to this “ice-age genera-
tion”.10

Japan’s Yomiuri Shimbun, the most important 
political issues in the February lower house 
election were inflation and economic policy 
(81  per cent), followed by foreign policy and 
security (65 per cent). Tax reform – including the 
at-least-temporary abolition of the consump-
tion tax on food – and social security – includ-
ing pensions – followed close behind, at 64 per 
cent each.7 But how does this explain the gains 
made by the populist Sanseitō in both the 2025 
upper house election and again in the recent 
lower house election? With its conspiracy theo-
ries, nationalist slogans, and criticism of tourists 
and foreign workers, the far-right party is hardly 
associated with economic competence. Part of 
the answer has its roots in the early 1990s.

At the time, Germany, Japan, and the United 
States were all facing major socio-economic 
challenges, albeit for different reasons. With the 
slogan “It’s the economy, stupid”, Bill Clinton’s 
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Competition from the far right: The Sanseitō party, founded in 2020, appeals in particular to the genera-
tion that entered the labour market during Japan’s crisis in the early 1990s and, in some cases, has still not 
advanced professionally to this day. Pictured is party leader Sohei Kamiya during the 2025 campaign for the 
House of Councillors election. Photo: © Kazuki Oishi, Imago.
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Just as the Republicans in crisis-stricken early-
1990s America were replaced by the Demo-
crats, Japan’s Liberal Democrats were voted 
out of government in 1993 for the first time in 
38 years. Although the new seven-party coalition 
quickly fell apart and the LDP returned to power 
in 1994, political scientist Toru Yoshida regards 
the change in government as an often-overlooked 
turning point: He states that it led to the setting 
up of “opposing camps of ‘modernizers’ and ‘con-
servatives’, […] [thereby] replacing the old left-
right cleavage. On an electoral level, it was clearly 
from this time onwards that constituencies began 
to exercise choice between reformist and anti-
reformist preferences.”11 One outcome of this 
development was the premiership of Jun’ichirō 
Koizumi (2001 to 2006). The LDP prime min-
ister pushed through sweeping reforms in Japan 
despite strong resistance, including from within 
his own party. Koizumi enjoyed a high level of 
approval among the public at large. His successor, 
Shinzō Abe – prime minister from 2006 to 2007 
and again from 2012 to 2020 – was also among 
the reformers of recent decades. This explains 
why Prime Minister Takaichi now views herself 
as standing in Abe’s political tradition.

Less than one month after taking office, Takai
chi’s government launched a comprehensive 
stimulus package that – according to a Yomiuri 
Shimbun survey – was rated positively by 63 per 
cent of respondents, with approval rising to 72 per 
cent among supporters of the LDP and JIP. The 
package also received majority backing among 
independents (59 per cent) and even among 
opposition supporters (56 per cent).12 Takaichi’s 
mantra of “work, work, work, work, work” was 
named buzzword of the year in early December.13

Conservatism: “Imperial family, cultural 
heritage, memory of the nation”

The 64-year-old is guided more than only by her 
mentor’s reformist zeal in efforts to revitalise the 
economy and domestic consumption. Abe – who 
was assassinated in 2022 – was – like Koizumi – a 
member of the strongly conservative Seiwakai 
faction within the LDP, which was dissolved in 
2024 after a major party-funding scandal. This 

was also the faction in which Takaichi had found 
her political home. By contrast, her predecessors 
Fumio Kishida and Shigeru Ishiba were associ-
ated with – or at least supported by – the far more 
moderate Kōchikai faction.14 Abe had been able 
to hold together the nationalist wing of his party. 
Until the end of his tenure, the LDP was not a 
“centrist party” in the German sense, but rather 
a broad conservative catch-all party positioned 
at the centre of the conservative spectrum that 
aimed to appeal from the centre-right to the far 
right. Sanseitō was founded in 2020 to the right 
of the LDP, followed in 2023 by the CPJ. Both 
have sparked debate in the media over what the 
Liberal Democrats stand for today.15

With her more conservative 
agenda, the new prime 
minister has been well 
received, particularly on  
the right of centre.

From the perspective of Tomohiko Taniguchi, 
chairman of the influential lobby organisation 
Nippon Kaigi, Japanese conservatism revolves 
around three elements: “We are here to preserve 
what has been handed down through genera-
tions – the imperial family, cultural heritage, the 
memory of the nation”. Taniguchi believes that 
“borderless liberalism” threatens Japanese iden-
tity: “Think of Mount Fuji. A mountain, yes – but 
above all a sacred presence. Now, people climb 
it waving flags for social media ‘likes’. That 
symbolic desecration causes pain.” Taniguchi 
advocates quota limits for workers from China. 
Nippon Kaigi also supports enshrining male-only 
succession to the imperial throne and adding a 
third clause to Article 9 of the constitution that 
explicitly recognises the Self-Defence Forces.

According to Taniguchi, the LDP followed this 
line during Abe’s tenure. “With Abe gone and 
Fumio Kishida dismantling what held it up, we no 
longer blindly support the LDP”.16 In this respect, 
too, Takaichi faced considerable pressure to 
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dominance in the Osaka region.19 The party had 
received good ratings at the local and regional 
level for its handling of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic.20 Given its regional roots, the JIP is to the LDP 
roughly what the CSU is to the CDU in Germany, 
although candidates of both parties compete in 
constituencies within and outside the Osaka 
region. The JIP did not claim ministerial posts 
in the new government, however, leaving day-
to-day governance to the Liberal Democrats – a 
pattern that might change in the next cabinet 
reshuffle planned for autumn.

For decades, the LDP has been regarded by many 
Japanese as the country’s “natural party of gov-
ernment”. It has enjoyed the backing of powerful 
business associations as well as of agricultural 
and fisheries lobbies. Local support groups (kōen-
kai) have organised campaigns for “their” LDP 
candidates.21 Religious organisations have also 
been part of this system of “organised votes” 
(soshikihyō). Before electoral reform in the mid-
1990s, only the personalised first vote counted; 
thus, multiple LDP candidates often competed 
against one another in the same constituency. 
They were unable to differentiate themselves 
in terms of their policy platform, being forced 
to do so only through their respective support 
networks. Among LDP candidates without local 
political backgrounds, many are graduates of 
Japan’s top universities. Before entering politics, 
they typically gain professional and leadership 
experience in ministerial bureaucracies, public 
agencies, corporations, and associations.22 Tra-
ditionally, this group has supplied many of the 
leading figures in the party and in government.

With a planned record budget 
of 122.3 trillion yen, the aim 
is to bring about a sustained 
economic recovery in 2026.

The LDP benefited for decades from a strong 
reservoir of public trust in its governing compe-
tence. For example, surveys conducted around 
the 2012, 2017, and 2024 elections revealed 

reposition the party. She needed to close ranks. 
With her more conservative agenda, the new 
prime minister was well received in the first 
weeks after taking office, particularly – though 
not exclusively – on the right of centre.

According to a mid-November Asahi Shimbun 
poll, the LDP–JIP governing coalition was backed 
by nearly 70 per cent of respondents, with only 
17 per cent opposed. 66 per cent considered 
Takaichi’s proposed tougher immigration policy 
“promising”, while 56 per cent – including many 
younger Japanese – believed the island nation 
needed fewer visitors and immigrants.17 Any 
new scandal, internal disputes, or “missteps” 
by the prime minister might well have eroded 
this political momentum, particularly among 
younger voters; instead, approval ratings held 
steady into January. This paved the way for the 
snap lower house election.

Governing capacity: “LDP-style 
politics, competently delivered”

In 2009, the Liberal Democrats were voted out of 
office for the second time in their 70-year history. 
On that occasion, the now-defunct Democratic 
Party of Japan (DPJ) prevailed largely because it 
did not promise clientelist benefits for support 
groups and instead underscored its governing 
credibility with pledges of fundamental reforms 
to approval procedures and decision-making pro-
cesses between executive and legislature.18 Then, 
the Fukushima disaster struck in 2011. In the eyes 
of many voters, the DPJ mishandled the crisis. A 
year later, Shinzō Abe returned to power with the 
LDP and its junior coalition partner, Kōmeitō. For 
many Japanese, a left-led cabinet had failed for 
the second time. Political disillusionment grew, 
and turnout declined in subsequent years.

From 2012 onwards, the LDP effectively faced 
only one serious challenger: its current coalition 
partner, the JIP. In terms of their political pro-
gramme, the two parties were closely aligned. 
The Innovation Party had split from the LDP in 
2010 as a local movement, seeking to continue 
the reform agenda of former Prime Minister 
Koizumi. It had succeeded in breaking the LDP’s 
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that 22 per cent of respondents who actually 
favoured the JCP’s policies still intended to 
vote for the Liberal Democrats. Only seven per 
cent preferred the LDP’s policy platform out-
right, yet 38 per cent planned to vote for it.23 
This credibility suffered significantly after the 
party-funding scandal had come to light at the 
end of 2023, however, thereby contributing to 
the losses in the 2024 lower house election. In 
his commentary for the Japan Times, Michael 
MacArthur Bosack also argues that the 2025 
upper house election did not signal a “rise of 
conservative populism in Japan, and with it, 
xenophobic and regressive policies”. Rather, 
he says, the dominant issue was the financial 
strain on households, with voters punishing the 
LDP for its “continued inability” to address this 

core concern. The desire for “LDP-like politics” 
persists, he suggests – but only if it is delivered 
competently.24 Since the lower house election, 
the Japanese government has therefore been 
working intensively to pass the budget for fis-
cal year 2026. With a planned record volume 
of 122.3 trillion yen (currently around 670 bil-
lion euros), the aim is to lay the groundwork 
for a sustained economic recovery from April 
onwards.

Participation: “Offering a clear 
vision of the future”

For decades, the soshikihyō system of votes  – 
mobilised via support networks and associations – 
functioned reliably. Since the electoral reform in 
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A trillion-yen budget under debate: Yuichiro Tamaki, leader of the opposition Democratic Party for the People 
(DPP), questions Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi on 10 December 2025 in the Lower House Budget Committee 
about the planned record budget of 122.3 trillion yen, which is intended to provide the long-awaited stimulus 
to economic growth in Japan. Photo: © AFLO, Imago. 
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wintry temperatures and heavy snowfall, turnout 
reached just over 56 per cent – higher than in the 
2024 lower house election.

With Sanae Takaichi as party leader and prime 
minister, the Liberal Democrats staged a remark-
able comeback after the funding scandal and 
electoral setbacks of the past two years. Upon tak-
ing office in October, Takaichi was well advised 
to appoint her four rivals in the leadership con-
test to ministerial posts in the new government, 
thereby placating internal critics. Having now 
secured a two-thirds majority in the lower house, 
she is unlikely to face major internal power strug-
gles in the near future. Takaichi was not elected 
solely because of her popularity, however, but 
also because she promised far-reaching reforms 
and effective crisis management. Under her lead-
ership, the Liberal Democrats still have to prove 
they can deliver. Seventy years after its founding, 
Yomiuri Shimbun wrote in a leading editorial last 
year that the party must “offer a clear vision for 
the future”.32 Ultimately, it may not be the left 
or right fringes of the political spectrum – or the 
polarisation of Japanese society – but rather the 
cohesion of the Liberal Democrats in tackling 
the Herculean tasks ahead that will determine 
whether Sanae Takaichi will one day be com-
pared with Shinzō Abe.

– translated from German –

the mid-1990s, however, its importance has grad-
ually declined, with traditional media coverage 
increasingly coming to replace it as a driver of 
voter preferences, while online campaigns have 
since emerged alongside it.

After its founding in 2020, Sanseitō largely 
bypassed traditional media, focusing heavily on 
YouTube.25 The party produces a daily online 
news podcast for its roughly 70,000 members 
(as of July 2025). It has set up local and regional 
chat groups and invites supporters to training 
courses run by its in-house DIY School.26 San-
seitō charges relatively high monthly member-
ship fees that are tiered. Those who pay more 
enjoy greater influence.27

Most supporters of the far-right party belong to 
the urban and suburban middle class. The party 
has established local chapters in almost all of the 
289 single-member constituencies in the lower 
house – even where victory on the first vote was 
unrealistic. Because voters can also enter a can-
didate’s name on the second ballot, however, 
proportional representation still offered a path 
to parliament. Even in constituencies where 
candidates had virtually no chance under the 
majority system, local branches acted as grass-
roots “ground troops” campaigning energetically 
for the party and its leader, Sohei Kamiya.28 As a 
result, Sanseitō was able to increase its number 
of lower house seats from three to 15.

As recently as during the upper house election in 
the middle of last year, supporters of Sanseitō, 
Reiwa Shinsengumi, and the DPP identified 
much more strongly both with their respective 
parties and with their leaders than did LDP sup-
porters.29 In the lower house election, the Lib-
eral Democrats seized the opportunity to field 
Sanae Takaichi as a highly popular figurehead. 
With nearly 2.4 million followers on X, the prime 
minister was able to mobilise younger and unde-
cided voters.30 The strategy worked: Around 
35,000 new followers joined her account dur-
ing the 12-day campaign alone. From the sec-
ond half of January up until election day, LDP 
videos and campaign ads on YouTube were 
viewed more than 200 million times.31 Despite 
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Social polarisation in South Korea is profoundly 
shaping both politics and everyday life. Historical 
experiences, Confucian traditions, and current conflicts 
such as the brief imposition of martial law in 2024 
are exacerbating tensions between the progressive 
and conservative camps. Economic uncertainty, rising 
living costs, and a strong dependence on international 
markets are increasing societal pressure.

Demographic change, extreme educational demands, 
and housing shortages are placing a particular burden 
on younger generations. At the same time, chang-
ing role models and structural disadvantages faced 
by women are reshaping social dynamics, while 
conscription and competition in the labour market 

A Political K-Drama 
Stuck on Repeat
The Challenges of Polarisation Facing the 
Conservative Side of South Korean Politics

In a Nutshell

are fuelling a new form of antifeminism among some 
young men.

The conservative People Power Party is deeply divided 
internally. The conflict over how to address the legacy 
of martial law is paralysing the party, weakening its abil-
ity to act as an opposition force, and fuelling a struggle 
over direction between moderate forces and more 
radical supporters of former president Yoon Suk Yeol.

Despite these tensions, democratic institutions remain 
stable. Courts, the media, and the public continue to 
defend democratic principles, and political polarisation 
is not threatening the country’s fundamental stability.
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For centuries, Korea could be understood as a 
kingdom that had sealed itself off in order to pre-
serve political stability and protect itself against 
external threats. The country isolated itself from 
the outside world out of fear of a Japanese inva-
sion. There are potential consequences here: 
Some traditions display remarkable longevity, 
and on closer inspection, at least traces of them 
can still be discerned today. Whether this is the 
root cause of the comparatively pronounced 
polarisation of Korean society and its party sys-
tem is a matter of debate, but it is certainly con-
ceivable. The legacy of Korean Confucianism 
is also likely to be a factor to some extent since 
many people still feel bound by its rules and 
are guided by them, be it consciously or uncon-
sciously.

Triggered by the unexpected declaration of 
martial law by then-President Yoon Suk Yeol in 
December 2024, recent events in South Korea 
have given further momentum to the already-pal-
pable polarisation. Issues affecting prosperity and 
economic growth in particular harbour consider-
able potential for further social tensions.

Foreign economic dependence and protectionism: 
Despite a provisional settlement in the tariff dis-
pute that has been secured through investment 
commitments totalling 350 billion US dollars 
over several years, the protectionist ambitions 
of the United States remain a real threat, includ-
ing tariffs of 25 per cent on passenger cars and 
of 50 per cent on steel. The unpredictability of 
the US administration also means that further 
demands remain possible at any time, such as 
in the area of burden sharing for security guar-
antees.

Security policy escalation involving North Korea: 
The deployment of North Korean troops to 

Ukraine in April 2024 caused deep concern in 
South Korea: There are fears that North Korea 
could apply insights gained in modern warfare 
in Ukraine against the “hostile state” south of the 
38th parallel and obtain access to modern mili-
tary technology.

Economic stagnation and the housing crisis: Rising 
pressure resulting from an economic slowdown 
is another key factor. The won has lost around 
26 per cent of its value since 2015. Developments 
in the property markets are of particular impor-
tance, especially in major cities. This applies 
above all to the Greater Seoul Metropolitan 
Area, which is known as Sudogwon – one of the 
most populous and densely populated metropol-
itan regions in the world. Housing prices rose by 
16.1 per cent between January 2023 and April 
2025 alone,1 with a continuing upward trend. No 
other metropolitan area in the major industrial-
ised countries (aside from city-states) has such a 
high proportion of the national population, which 
lies at 50.7 per cent.2

Demographic crisis: With increasing momentum, 
demographic developments will also continue to 
shape both politics and social cohesion in South 
Korea. In 2025, the country recorded the world’s 
lowest birth rate, at 0.75 children per woman.3 
Contributing factors include extreme perfor-
mance pressure and intense competition in the 
labour market, the prohibitive costs of education 
and housing, and rigid role models in childcare.

Structural imbalances

Polarisation in South Korean society is driven 
by a combination of historical, political, and 
social factors. It has resulted from the inter-
play between the period of authoritarian rule 
(until 1987), rapid democratisation, impressive 
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partnership with the United States, with the goal 
being the complete denuclearisation of the North. 
Reunification is sometimes equated with a form 
of “takeover”. On the other side is the desire to 
reduce tensions through rapprochement, eco-
nomic cooperation, and humanitarian assistance; 
to recognise the North’s security concerns; and to 
establish peaceful coexistence.

The political landscape is marked by intense con-
flict, with parties focusing less on social dialogue 
and more on mobilising their respective bases. 
This has resulted in highly ideologised electoral 
choices, thereby leaving little room for consensus, 
compromise, or mutual understanding between 
the camps.

The media have a key role to play here: Since 
older generations naturally rely more on tra-
ditional sources of information while younger 
people primarily use social media, filter bubbles 
and social fragmentation are reinforced. Addi-
tional pressure comes from economic fears, ris-
ing living costs, and generational conflicts, which 
further divide society. The atmosphere is further 

economic and technological development over 
recent decades, and sharply divergent views 
on how to deal with North Korea. This divide is 
reinforced by differing generational lifestyles, 
conflicting political ideologies, and changing pat-
terns of media consumption, with the latter item 
being a particularly extreme phenomenon among 
younger people. Older generations tend towards 
more conservative views and attach value to sta-
ble social status, while younger generations are 
more acutely affected by economic uncertainty 
and anxieties about the future, face high expec-
tations, and adopt a more critical outlook.

Politically, polarisation is evident in the marked 
ideological separation of social groups, usually 
along the fault lines between the right-conser
vative and left-liberal blocs, which are currently 
represented by the People Power Party (PPP) 
on one side and the Democratic Party (Minju) 
on the other. A key role is played by opposing 
approaches and fundamentally divergent views 
regarding relations with North Korea. On one 
side are those who primarily view North Korea 
as a military threat that must be deterred in 
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Decisive moment: A mother prays for her child’s success in the national university entrance examination. The 
test determines the trajectory of future academic and career opportunities. Photo: © Xinhua, Imago.
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inflamed by populist politicians. Taken together, 
these factors culminate in a level of social polar-
isation that makes South Korea appear more 
deeply divided today than ever before.4

Education – A major issue

It seems that in South Korea, hardly anything is 
of such outstanding importance as education. 
School pupils are subjected to the highest level 
of performance pressure, and vast sums are spent 
on private tutoring. The result of the university 
entrance examination (Suneung) is the sole 
determining factor when it comes to admission to 
a university. The aim is to gain admission to the 
prestigious SKY universities (i.e. Seoul National 
University, Korea University, and Yonsei Uni-
versity), whose graduates make up the elites in 
politics, major conglomerates (chaebols), and 
other top positions. Thus, when the nine-hour 
university entrance examination takes place in 
November each year, the public makes allow-
ances: Shops, stock exchanges, and banks open 
later or not at all, and construction work is halted. 
The 2022 PISA test clearly shows the results of 
these efforts: South Korea ranks third, behind 
only Singapore and Japan.5

South Korea had the  
world’s second-highest  
suicide rate in 2021.

The pressure to perform well – which permeates 
society – has its consequences: Competition is 
to be kept at arm’s length in order to be able to 
cope with the pressure of one’s own ambitions 
and the expectations imposed by others. South 
Korea additionally had the world’s second-high-
est suicide rate in 2021.6

Women defy tradition

Another core issue also carries conflict potential: 
namely the traditional expectations placed on 
women – and the rejection of these expectations. 
The role of women in South Korea has changed 

significantly over time. Traditionally, women 
were largely confined to their role within the fam-
ily. As daughters, wives, or mothers, women were 
legally and socially dependent on male family 
members and were confined to the private sphere 
(i.e. household, care, child-rearing). Indeed, there 
was scarcely any room for any independent life 
outside this collective. However, South Korea’s 
rapid economic rise since the 1980s has enabled 
women to access academic education on equal 
footing with men. Higher education has provided 
access to qualified professions, thereby resulting 
in improved life prospects and career opportu-
nities. Nevertheless, structural disadvantages at 
the workplace remain: Women are often discrim-
inated against despite having the same qualifica-
tions as men, and they are additionally subject to 
career constraints. This situation is underscored 
by the fact that South Korea has the largest gen-
der pay gap in the world: In 2023, the gap stood 
at 29.3 per cent.7 Against this background, it is 
hardly surprising that comparatively few women 
are found in top positions. Indeed, their share 
among the 100 largest Korean companies is 
only 6.5 per cent.8 Regardless, women continue 
to face long-established traditional expectations 
in society and families, where they tend to be 
seen in the role of housewife and mother. These 
expectations clearly run counter to reconciling 
work and family life. One reflection of this sit-
uation is the average age at marriage, which is 
continuing to rise in South Korea.

Year 
Age

1994 2004 2014 2024

Men 28,2 30,6 32,4 33,9

Women 25,1 27,6 29,8 31,6

As a consequence, women’s age at the birth of 
their first child has also risen significantly, from 
26.23 years in 1993 to 33.08 years in 2024.9 This 
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Fig. 1: Average age at marriage in South Korea

Source: own illustration based on Textor, C. 2025: 
Median age at first marriage in South Korea from 
1990 to 2024, by gender, Statista, 29 Nov 2025, in: 
https://ogy.de/nex3 [5 Jan 2026].
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restricts the country’s capacity for political 
action. This was particularly evident when, in 
the wake of the parliamentary elections in 2024, 
the opposition’s blockade prevented then-Presi
dent Yoon Suk Yeol  – who was later removed 
from office – from implementing domestic pol-
icy objectives. The obvious irreconcilability is 
not accidental: Indeed, it has its roots in the con-
sequences of the Korean War, which promoted 
rigid, militant anti-communism and produced 
a pronounced “friend–enemy” differentiation.11 
Given this starkly polarised mindset, it was not 
possible for any broad party-political spectrum 
to develop that was differentiated by substantive 
policy positions. There are certainly numerous 
parties, but they can generally be clearly assigned 
to one of the two camps. The small parties are 
mostly “one-hit wonders”, while the larger par-
ties (or more accurately, political currents) have 
appeared under changing names in almost every 
election.

What matters for a party’s clout in the National 
Assembly is its ability to form a negotiating bloc 
consisting of at least 20 members of parliament. 
Smaller parties that do not reach this number of 
members also have the option to form an alliance 
in order to meet this minimum quorum. Having a 
negotiating bloc – or being part of one – is essential 
because it goes hand in hand with various rights 
and advantages that are denied to individual 
members and to very small numbers of members, 
including better financial resources and parlia-
mentary speaking rights as well as participation 
in decision-making processes and in matters of 
rules of procedure. Without the required critical 
size in the National Assembly, political influence 
and relevance are close to zero. This explains why 
it is so important to belong to one of the two dom-
inant currents in the National Assembly.

Regardless as to whether very small parties have 
succeeded in forming negotiating blocs in past 
legislative periods, they have had little signifi
cance in light of the dominant position of the 
progressive party (i.e. Minju or DPK) and the 
conservative party (now PPP). The National 
Assembly consists of members of parliament 
from several parties; thus, it formally follows the 

development has resulted from more prolonged 
periods of education, career ambitions, and 
many women’s desire to not focus exclusively on 
family life and to instead also participate in paid 
employment and to not lose sight of self-realisa-
tion entirely.

Young men tend to vote  
more conservatively.

As in Germany, having a small number of chil-
dren also goes hand in hand with societal chal-
lenges in South Korea, such as population ageing 
and a growing shortage of young talent in the 
labour market. In addition, a great deal of resent-
ment arises from the fact that many young men 
feel disadvantaged compared with women due to 
the country’s compulsory military service. Cur-
rently lasting 18 to 21 months, compulsory mili
tary service applies to men from the age of 18, 
thereby delaying their education, their entry into 
working life, and thus also their career opportu-
nities. Men argue that women can study or work 
without disruption during this time, while they 
themselves have to complete a demanding period 
of service. The result is a sense of frustration in a 
highly competitive labour market with only a lim-
ited number of good jobs. These young men see 

“reverse discrimination”, particularly in the con-
text of quotas for women and equal opportunity 
measures. The resulting mood has fuelled a trend 
of antifeminism that has meant that young men 
tend to vote more conservatively. They criticise 
support for women as unfair and in some cases 
blame it for the current low birth rates.

The party landscape

Political disarray is a paralysing and defining 
element of Korean politics. This phenomenon 
is commonly referred to as the “South–South 
division” in analogy to the “North–South divi-
sion” of the Korean peninsula following the 
end of Japanese colonial rule in 1945.10 The 
term describes the irreconcilable split between 
political camps in South Korea, which severely 
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principles of a multi-party system. However, the 
clear dominance of the two political camps has 
resulted in a system revolving around only two 
parties that can be regarded as a de facto two-
party system – a reasonable assessment given that 
over recent legislative periods (see table above), 
the two political currents have accounted for up 

to 99 per cent of seats (2024) (2020: 94 per cent; 
2016: 82 per cent; 2012: 95 per cent).

On the conservative, right-leaning side, there 
are essentially no parties competing with one 
another. The differences in opinion that of course 
exist are fought out between party wings under 

Mandates after the 
election

22nd Assembly  
since 2024

21st Assembly 
2020–2024

20th Assembly 
2016–2020

19th Assembly 
2012–2016

People Power Party 90

People Future Party 18

Democratic Alliance 14

Rebuilding Korea Party 12

New Reform Party 3

New Future Party 1

Progressive Party 1

Minjoo Party of Korea 163

United Future Party 84

Future Korea Party 19

Citizen Party 17

Parti Minjoo ouvert 3

Democratic Party of Korea 161 123

People's Party 3 38

Justice Party 6 6

Saenuri Party 122 152

Democratic United Party 127

Unified Progressive Party 13

Liberty Forward Party 5

Independents 5 11 3

Total seats 300 300 300 300

Progressive 187 180 123 127

Conservative 111 103 122 157

Progressive + Conservative 298 283 245 284

Share of total mandates 99 % 94 % 82 % 95 %

Source: own illustration after IPU Parline: Republic of Korea. National Assembly, in: https://ogy.de/gbar 
[4 Feb 2026].
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Fig. 2: Distribution of seats held by parties in South Korea’s National Assembly
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a majority also cast legal doubt on the subse-
quent impeachment proceedings against the 
former president. A first apology was issued by 
Kwon Young-se, who was appointed interim party 
leader at the end of 2024. A renewed apology – 
demanded in particular by the governing party – 
was issued by only a few members of parliament 
on the anniversary of martial law, which again 
drew criticism within their own camp. Ultimately, 
every new apology prolongs stigmatisation and 
makes it more difficult to regain political initia-
tive. In this respect, the governing Minju Party 
of current president Lee Jae-myung has every 
reason to keep this backward-looking issue sim-
mering in order to keep the opposition paralysed. 
As if that were not enough, public speculation 
about the constitutionality of the PPP – includ-
ing considerations of initiating proceedings to 
ban the party – is increasing pressure, distract-
ing from key challenges (e.g. the housing crisis, 
demography), and leading to unwanted public-
ity for the PPP. The current government’s plans 
to reorganise the public prosecution offices can 
also be seen as an attempt to use these offices 
as instruments against the opposition PPP, par-
ticularly in connection with the review of martial 
law. Interested in nothing more than focusing on 
its role in opposition and keeping this issue out 
of the public eye, this divided party therefore 
remains on the defensive.

Between the camps within the PPP, there is 
ongoing, deep-seated animosity, with no pros-
pect of it being overcome. Here too, it becomes 
apparent that mutual dislike activates each side’s 
supporters far better and more sustainably than 
any problem-solving engagement with complex 
issues.13 What is lost is the necessary insight on 
both sides that their own convictions cannot be 
implemented 100 per cent. If compromise is not 
even possible within one’s own camp, how is it 
supposed to be achieved across camps given an 
even broader political spectrum? There is cur-
rently no answer to this question.

There also appears to be a real danger that the 
conservative camp will enter – or has long since 
entered – a self-accelerating cycle that frustrates 
moderate party members and encourages them 

the umbrella of the PPP itself. The irreconcilable 
and confrontational opposition12 between the left 
and right political blocs in the country is mirrored 
in a similar way within the conservative camp 
itself. The spectrum ranges from more liberal, 
forward-looking, conciliatory positions on the 
moderate side to the so-called Asphalt Right – a 
term that describes a regressive, hardline con-
servative voter group that remains loyal to former 
president Yoon Suk Yeol within the PPP, often in 
the context of protests on the streets. Out of fear 
of marginalisation alone – meaning the loss of 
current political influence in parliament and also 
after future elections – both sides know that they 
depend on each other. At present, following the 
defection of one member, the PPP has 107 mem-
bers of parliament. If, for example, the members 
of parliament who are still loyal to Yoon Suk Yeol 
were to split off, the remaining larger bloc could 
possibly fall below the threshold of 100 members 
(i.e. one-third of the total 300 members of parlia-
ment) – which is more than merely a psycholog-
ically significant figure – and could thereby lose 
the strategically important qualified minority in 
the context of constitutionally relevant legislation.

A majority within the 
conservative party view  
the declaration of martial  
law as a mistake.

The party is paralysed by its internal divisions. At 
the centre of the internal party dispute is how to 
deal with the events of the recent past, particu-
larly, what position the party should take regard-
ing the briefly imposed martial law that was in 
effect on 3 December 2024. On the one side are 
those who continue to support former president 
Yoon Suk Yeol, who was removed from office: 
They defend the declaration of martial law, were 
opposed to the impeachment proceedings, and 
naturally reject an apology. On the other side 
are those who have broken with Yoon and who 
have also been able to bring themselves to issue 
an apology. A majority within the party view the 
declaration of martial law as a mistake. Equally, 
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to leave politics, thereby strengthening the 
extremes and causing them to drift even further 
apart. As a result, the image that the party inevi
tably projects to voters is a sobering one. Any 
sense of wanting – or indeed, of being able – to 
govern the country responsibly can hardly be 
conveyed credibly given the party’s powerless-
ness in the face of internal centrifugal forces.14 
Unsurprisingly, expectations of the party’s per-
formance in the local elections in early June 2026 
are pessimistic.

Outlook

The conservative camp currently lacks the tools 
and leadership figures needed to break free from 
the shackles of internal party conflict, to present 
a united front, and to set new priorities in a way 

that would allow it to become attractive to a 
broad electorate once more. The unifying dislike 
of progressive president Lee Jae-myung alone – 
who continues to face legal problems – will not 
be sufficient to make meaningful progress. In the 
short term, there appears to be no improvement 
in sight. Precisely because the election campaign 
for the local elections on 3 June 2026 began at 
the start of the year, there will be little room for 
nuance or for the acknowledgement of complex-
ity. After all, the campaign – and especially the 
period shortly before the elections – is the phase 
during which polarisation traditionally reaches 
a peak. This is also likely due to the fact that it 
is ultimately more promising to mobilise one’s 
own base and to get them to the polls than to offer 
swing voters a political alternative. The fact that 
this approach comes at a price – at least in the 
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Left or right: Voters in South Korea – as seen here during the presidential election in June 2025 – generally face 
clear-cut choices. A political centre hardly exists. Photo: © UPI Photo, Imago.
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long term – should be clear to all involved. While 
short-term self-preservation may seem expedi-
ent, it cannot replace the need for a coherent set 
of political convictions. However, those respon-
sible may come to consider a paradigm shift: 
After a predictably painful defeat in the local 
elections, rather than conveying the impression 
of wanting to rid themselves of an unaddressed 
past by merely renaming the party, those respon-
sible should instead face up to the facts, initiate 
a renewal process, and then go on to offer voters 
credible, forward-looking policy proposals.

Pronounced polarisation in parties and society 
is not unique to South Korea: Indeed, it can be 
observed in many countries. A comparison of 
the party systems in South Korea and Germany 
shows that the two bear little similarity. In South 
Korea, political currents have a long tradition, 
whereas parties do not. Korean political parties 
fail to foster the kind of intergenerational loyalty 
that parties in Germany can command.15 In Ger-
many, political parties are also brands, and few 
would think lightly of changing a brand name, let 
alone of replacing it completely.

However, despite the polarisation that can be 
seen in society and politics, the stability of the 
country is not under threat. It is worth remem-
bering that a certain degree of polarisation is 
not only inherent to democratic competition 
between parties, but also a necessity. After the 
developments of recent years, particularly since 
the brief period during which martial law was 
declared, South Korea can be said to have impres-
sively fended off a massive attack on democra-
cy.16 The value of democracy – and of political 
parties – appears to be very clearly understood 
by the population. The courts have fulfilled the 
role assigned to them. Their judgements have not 
been welcomed by all sides, but – and this is cru-
cial – they have been accepted in principle. The 
public has taken a stand, both for democracy and 
for the country. It is an encouraging sign. 

– translated from German – 
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Three decades after the end of apartheid, South 
Africa’s young democracy is currently facing profound 
challenges. Persistent social inequality and the legacy 
of racial segregation continue to intensify political 
polarisation. Following the loss of votes by the African 
National Congress (ANC) in 2024 and the formation of 
a Government of National Unity (GNU) with the Dem-
ocratic Alliance (DA), the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP), 
and other parties, it seems that – at least for the time 
being – an era of fragmentation and coalition-building 
has begun.

The fragmentation of the party system is deepening, 
driven in part by the rise of populist forces such as 
the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), uMkhonto 

weSizwe (MK), and the Patriotic Alliance (PA). Polarising 
platforms and ethnic identity politics are making the 
formation of consensus-based majorities more difficult.

The political centre is weakened and struggling to 
build stable, reform-oriented coalitions. This situation 
has complicated reliable governance and exacerbated 
social tensions.

Although the DA is regarded as a party of integrity and 
has a largely positive record in government, it reaches 
key sections of the population only to a limited extent 
as it has thus far failed to adequately address social 
inequality. Its future depends on credibly linking eco-
nomically liberal approaches with social justice.

In a Nutshell

Between Polarisation 
and Populism 
South Africa’s Fragile Political Centre
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The rise and fall of the ANC 

The release of Nelson Mandela in February 1990 
marked the beginning of the end of apartheid 
and led to South Africa’s first free elections in 
1994, which were won by the African National 
Congress (ANC) under Mandela’s leadership.1 
Until 2024, the party had consistently secured 
an absolute majority at the national level and 
played a key role in the country’s transforma-
tion in terms of both politics and civil society. 
South Africa is now regarded as a consolidated 
democracy with an active network of civic 
organisations. However, the ANC failed to 
translate political transformation into sustain-
able economic development. Although a more 
diverse middle class emerged, particularly in 
the decade following the end of apartheid, 
social inequality continued to rise: Today, South 
Africa ranks among the most unequal countries 
in the world, and this inequality impacts on all 
areas of life. Low growth, high unemployment, 
crime, and unequal access to both quality edu-
cation and healthcare are widely seen as major 
governance failures and are primarily attributed 
to the ANC. Since the end of 2007, the former 
liberation movement has also increasingly been 
associated with both corruption and patronage 
networks reaching into the highest levels of 
government. However, in recognition of its role 
in the struggle for freedom, the ANC remained 
popular for a long time.

The national elections of 29 May 2024 marked 
a historic turning point in South Africa’s party 
system. For the first time, the ANC lost its abso-
lute majority, securing only around 40 per cent 
of the vote.2 The election signalled the end of 
the dominant-party system and the beginning 

of a coalition era. Opinion polls suggesting fur-
ther losses for the ANC indicate that this trend 
towards coalition politics is likely to intensify 
in the long term, though it remains to be seen 
whether this will become a lasting structural 
feature of the South African party system or 
remain a transitional phase. At the end of 
June 2024, the ANC formed a Government of 
National Unity (GNU) with ten parties, includ-
ing the economically liberal DA, the socially 
conservative IFP, and several smaller group-
ings. The GNU marks a profound transforma-
tion: Decades of single-party dominance have 
given way to a fragmented multi-party system. 
Although the ANC and DA together secured 
more than 50 per cent of the vote in 2024 and 
thus also a parliamentary majority, a broader 
GNU was nevertheless formed. Strategic con-
siderations were the key factor here: Exter-
nally, the aim was to signal unity and broaden 
the government’s base, while internally, the 
ANC sought to demonstrate to its supporters 
that it was not entering into a bilateral coalition 
solely with its long-standing rival, the DA, but 
was instead including additional parties that 
were less critical of the ANC. Eighteen parties 
are now represented in the 400-seat National 
Assembly, 13 of which have fewer than ten seats. 
Observers therefore describe South Africa as a 
“coalition country”.3 This fragmentation reflects 
not only the decline of a dominant party, but 
also intensified political competition and a 
higher degree of pluralism.

The increasingly differentiated party landscape 
is shaped in particular by the rise of populist 
forces on both the left and the right, thereby 
placing growing pressure on the political cen-
tre.
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Cleavages and ideologies in the party system

The South African party spectrum can initially 
be organised along a classic left–right axis. On 
the left, several breakaway movements from the 
ANC have emerged, most notably the Economic 
Freedom Fighters (EFF), which was founded in 
2013. Under the leadership of Julius Malema, the 
former head of the ANC Youth League, the EFF 
quickly established itself as a radical-left Marxist-
populist force. With demands for nationalisation 
and expropriation without compensation, it 
appealed particularly to young and disadvantaged 
voters.4 In the 2024 elections, the EFF secured 
just under 10 per cent of the vote but lost support 
compared with in 2019 because its increasingly 
radical positions and refusal to join a GNU had 
attracted broad criticism from voters.

The establishment of uMkhonto weSizwe (MK) 
at the end of 2023 under former President and 
ANC chair Jacob Zuma marked a further sig-
nificant shift on the left. From a standing start, 
the party won almost 15 per cent of the vote in 
the 2024 national elections.5 It combines a left-
wing economic programme with a populist, 
identity-driven style of politics that is rooted 
in traditional authority structures and that is 
accompanied by a socially conservative view of 
women and family. Despite its recent electoral 

success, internal conflicts and organisational 
weaknesses have thus far prevented MK from 
establishing itself as an effective opposition force 
at the national level. Like other ANC breakaways, 
MK’s focus is less on cooperation than on weak-
ening the former liberation movement, thereby 
further intensifying polarisation within the party 
system.

Although the centre-left camp 
remains clearly dominant, the 
opposing camp is gradually 
gaining stability and political 
significance.

On the right, the Democratic Alliance clearly 
stands out as the most powerful force within 
its camp. At the same time, numerous smaller 
parties have been established in the centre to 
centre-right segment of the political spectrum. 
Between 2004 and 2014, the DA nearly doubled 
its share of the national vote, reaching a peak of 
22.2 per cent in 2014.6 It is economically liberal 
and regarded as particularly credible on issues 
of good governance. In the 2024 elections, the 
DA secured 21.8 per cent of the vote – again the 
second-highest share nationwide – and has long 
governed the economically successful Western 
Cape province.7 Although the centre-left camp 
remains clearly dominant,8 the opposing camp 
is gradually gaining stability and political signifi
cance. This trend is reinforced by rising support 
for the Inkatha Freedom Party – a socially con-
servative, federalist, economically liberal party. 
Under its leader, Velenkosini Hlabisa, the IFP has 
returned to national government responsibility 
for the first time since 2004 and leads the pro-
vincial government in the key province of Kwa-
Zulu-Natal.

The centre-right spectrum has been expanded by 
DA breakaways Build One South Africa (BOSA) 
and ActionSA. Both of these small parties pur-
sue economically liberal policies, emphasise the 
rule of law, and present themselves as pragmatic, 

•	 ACDP (African Christian Democratic Party)
•	 ActionSA
•	 ANC (African National Congress,  

part of the GNU)
•	 BOSA (Build One South Africa)
•	 DA (Democratic Alliance, part of the GNU)
•	 EFF (Economic Freedom Fighters)
•	 FF Plus (Freedom Front Plus,  

part of the GNU)
•	 IFP (Inkatha Freedom Party, part of the 

GNU)
•	 MK-Partei (uMkhonto weSizwe) 
•	 PA (Patriotic Alliance, part of the GNU)

Overview of the South African party landscape  
(Excerpt)
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Instead, thematic and socio-cultural cleavages 
shape political competition, often going beyond 
traditional left–right categories. For example, the 
above-described MK Party combines economi-
cally left-wing demands – that is, redistribution, 
state intervention, and social redress  – with a 
socially conservative value framework centred on 
tradition, authority, and cultural identity. Such an 
apparently contradictory profile becomes intelli-
gible only in the context of additional structural 
features and conflict lines within the South Afri-
can party system.

1.	 Constitutional loyalty: A key line of division 
in South Africa’s party system runs between 
forces that consistently emphasise adher-
ence to the constitution  – such as the DA 
and the IFP – and those that seek to weaken 
the rule of law in favour of traditional lead-
ership structures, as exemplified by the MK 
Party. This divide is also visible within indi-
vidual parties. Within the ANC, for instance, 
the moderate, constitutionally minded wing 

inclusive – i.e., non-ethnically defined – alterna-
tives in political competition. The African Chris-
tian Democratic Party (ACDP) positions itself 
within the Christian democratic spectrum but 
exhibits strong elements of fundamentalist reli-
gious programming. Since religious-denomina-
tional issues have not played a key role in South 
African elections to date, the ACDP’s impact at 
the national level remains limited. Its vote share 
is marginal, and its role in party politics largely 
symbolic. The right-wing spectrum is further 
complemented by the Patriotic Alliance (PA) – a 
nationalist-populist force. This party increasingly 
focuses on South Africa’s Coloured community9 
and deliberately employs xenophobic rhetoric 
in order to mobilise support. In the most recent 
elections, it secured two per cent of the vote.10

However, South Africa’s party landscape can-
not be reduced to a classic left–right framework. 
Indeed, many parties avoid clear ideological 
self-positioning in order to not exclude par-
ticular voter groups within a diverse electorate. 
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Political hybrid: Former President Jacob Zuma’s MK party combines left‑wing economic policy with a tradition-
alist view of society. Photo: © Xinhua, Imago.
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around President Cyril Ramaphosa faces a 
more radical, revolutionary faction that is 
currently weakened.

2.	 Identity politics: Voting behaviour in South 
Africa partly follows ethnic lines and histor-
ically rooted party loyalties. Parties such as 
the ANC, the IFP, the MK, and the right-wing 
conservative minority-oriented Afrikaner 
party Freedom Front Plus (FF Plus) mobilise 
specific voter groups, while others seek to 
transcend such divisions and appeal more 
broadly. One thing is clear: Social, economic, 
and regional factors are gaining importance 
relative to identity politics alone. With a 
younger population, traditional loyalties – for 
example, towards the ANC – are gradually 
eroding. Nevertheless, more than three dec-
ades after the end of apartheid, ethnic charac-
teristics such as skin colour remain a central 
structural and defining factor in South African 
politics and society, with lasting implications 
for voting behaviour.11

Against the backdrop of a 
persistently precarious  
socio-economic situation, 
populist narratives are  
gaining increasing traction.

3.	 Intra-party decision-making structures: A 
large proportion of South African parties are 
strongly centred on charismatic leaders who 
dominate strategy and programme, often at 
the expense of internal party democracy. By 
contrast, a small number of strongly institu-
tionalised parties – such as the ANC and the 
DA – determine their course through internal 
democratic processes and present this course 
collectively through a broad cadre of officials.

Challenges facing the political centre

Against the backdrop of a persistently precarious 
socio-economic situation, populist narratives 

are gaining increasing traction in South Africa. 
In particular, the MK Party, the EFF on the left, 
and the PA on the right are pursuing a person-
alised style of politics that relies heavily on 
identity-based mobilisation. This style places 
charismatic leaders at the centre of political com-
munication and reduces complex policy issues 
to personalised messages. Party institutions and 
collective decision-making processes recede into 
the background. Combined with identity-based 
narratives, this situation produces an emotion-
alised political style that offers clear points of 
identification, sharpens social cleavages, and 
facilitates rapid mobilisation. For example, the 
EFF primarily appeals to young, urban Black 
voters affected by both unemployment and a 
lack of prospects, while the PA draws most of its 
support from the Coloured community and gains 
traction with a migration-critical and law-and-
order agenda.

All these political forces highlight different lived 
realities, intensify socio-political cleavages rhe-
torically, and – like populists worldwide – offer 
seemingly simple solutions to complex problems. 
Left-wing and right-wing variants often closely 
resemble one another in both style and strategy. 
At the heart of their programme-based mobili-
sation lies the question of distribution: namely 
access to employment, education, healthcare, 
and public services for specific ethnic groups. 
Populist narratives additionally draw on issues 
that are particularly emotionally charged in the 
context of social inequality, including crime pre-
vention, migration, public security, and social 
provision. The multifaceted and far-reaching 
effects of populism on South African society 
should not be underestimated: Indeed, populism 
sharpens existing cleavages, intensifies social 
tensions, and contributes significantly to both 
polarisation and the growing emotionalisation 
of political discourse.

Lacking a formal threshold, the electoral system 
further facilitates the entry of very small parties 
into both the national parliament and provincial 
legislatures. In the National Assembly, 14 of the 
18 parties that are currently represented hold less 
than five per cent of the vote. This institutional 
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to merit and competence – collides with South 
Africa’s structural realities. Despite individual 
capabilities, social progress remains unattain-
able for many because unequal starting condi-
tions in access to education, land, and economic 
opportunity mean that merit alone is insufficient. 
These barriers are deeply rooted in the legacy of 
apartheid and persist today in the form of unequal 
wealth distribution, spatial segregation, and limi
ted employment opportunities. Meritocracy thus 
remains a normative ideal that is promoted as a 
guiding principle of political modernisation but 
that is hardly realisable without accompanying 
state measures that create genuine equality of 
opportunity. While the ANC and left-wing popu-
list parties advocate radical redress and far-reach-
ing transformation, the DA appears distant in the 
eyes of many voters and rejects key elements of 
this agenda. As a result, the centre-right camp 
remains unable to secure a majority while at the 
same time providing political opponents with 
opportunities for attack. Meanwhile, these oppo-
nents deliberately promote the narrative that the 
DA is seeking to restore the apartheid system. 
Although empirically unfounded, this accusation 
resonates strongly among key voter segments 
and limits the party’s capacity for mobilisation, 
particularly among the Black majority. At the 
same time, the DA’s cautious programme-based 
and communicative engagement with enduring 
structures of inequality suggests that it fears los-
ing support among its core white voters. It thus 
finds itself in a dilemma between preserving its 
traditional base and expanding its broader soci-
etal legitimacy.

Seven of the ten senior 
representatives who were 
elected at the 2023 DA party 
congress belong to the white 
population group.

The DA has prospects of success only if it dares 
to strike a balance between economically liberal 
principles on the one hand and the requirements 

framework also encourages the formation of new 
populist parties since they have realistic pros-
pects of entering parliament with comparatively 
small vote shares.

Background situation and strategy 
for a successful repositioning of the 
centre-right in South Africa

The increasing fragmentation of the South Afri-
can party system confronts centre-right forces 
with a dual challenge: They must counter popu-
list movements effectively but at the same time 
also secure their own political coherence and 
capacity for action. Against this background, it 
is worth more closely examining the position 
of the DA, which is widely regarded as the clas-
sic representative of the centre-right in South 
Africa. The party benefits from a strong nation-
wide organisational structure and is generally 
perceived as being ethically sound – that is, free 
from corruption, mismanagement, and clien-
telism. Its long-standing record of governance in 
the Western Cape – where it has governed with 
an absolute majority for many years – demon-
strates its programme-based and operational 
capacity to promote long-term economic growth 
and employment. The central weakness of the 
DA lies in its limited ability to reach the Black 
majority population due to its insufficient pro-
gramme-based and communicative engagement 
with the enduring social inequalities rooted in 
the apartheid era. Many South Africans criti-
cise the party for placing too much trust in the 
regulatory power of the market and for show-
ing too little willingness to address structural 
inequality through state intervention. As long 
as the party fails to do more to support redress 
measures – that is, by addressing structural dis-
advantages resulting from racial segregation – or 
to introduce transformative legislation (e.g. by 
addressing issues such as redistribution, quotas, 
and targeted support for disadvantaged groups), 
it will not be perceived as a credible alternative 
to left-wing forces by the majority of the Black 
population.

The DA’s meritocratic understanding of poli-
tics – which links social advancement primarily 
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of social justice through social transformation 
and redress on the other hand.12 While criticis-
ing ANC policies may have sufficed in the past, it 
is now crucial to credibly manage the transition 
from an opposition party to an effective govern-
ment party. This situation requires that the DA 
preserve its political identity while remaining 
capable of compromise within the GNU – par-
ticularly in its relationship with the ANC  – in 
order to contribute to the success of the overall 
coalition. Managing this dual expectation has 
emerged as a key task – and one that is anything 
but straightforward. The tensions to which this 
situation has given rise are illustrated by the 
adoption of the 2025 national budget, which 
nearly led to a breakdown of the coalition due 
to serious disagreements between the DA and 
the ANC. Beyond programme-based reposi-
tioning, further development of the DA would 
also need to be reflected in the composition of 

its leadership. Of the ten senior representatives 
elected at the 2023 party congress, seven belong 
to the white population group, which thus hardly 
reflects South Africa’s demographic reality, in 
which more than 80 per cent of the population 
is Black.13 This discrepancy points to a structural 
deficit in representation that significantly limits 
the party’s integrative capacity. At the same time, 
the DA’s party congress in April 2026 offers an 
opportunity to set the first substantive and per-
sonnel-related course for its future direction.

The remaining centre-right spectrum is charac-
terised by a proliferation of micro-parties, new 
formations, and pronounced populist tendencies. 
These new parties – including breakaways from 
the DA – do not contribute to stabilising the politi
cal centre, instead intensifying its fragmentation 
and limiting its integrative capacity. They com-
pete with one another for the same electorate, 
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Ready for the next step? The Democratic Alliance has firmly established itself as the leading force within the 
centre‑right camp. However, if it wants to become a party capable of securing a majority, it will need to become 
more appealing to the Black majority population. The picture shows outgoing party leader John Steenhuisen. 
Photo: © UPI Photo, Imago.
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are crucial for parties in both the centre-right and 
centre-left camps when it comes to withstanding 
populist forces while achieving broad societal 
resonance in South Africa:

1.	 Recognition of the legacy of apartheid and an 
inclusive political style without ideological nar-
rowing: Parties must openly acknowledge the 
enduring impact of racial inequality rooted 
in apartheid while overcoming ethnic, social, 
and regional divides. A largely non-ideologi-
cal approach is required because citizens pri-
marily expect pragmatic solutions to concrete 
problems.

2.	 Integrity, transparency, and accountability: A 
consistent rejection of corruption and nepo-
tism combined with credible, values-based 
leadership. This includes transparency in 
political decision-making, clear oversight 
mechanisms, and the strengthening of inde-
pendent institutions for monitoring state 
action.

operate with weak organisational structures, are 
often paralysed by personal rivalries, and lack a 
coherent nationwide presence. The limited inte-
grative capacity of South Africa’s centre-right 
spectrum is illustrated by the case of ActionSA: 
Despite occasional mobilisation gains at the 
regional level, its pronounced competitive stance 
towards the DA and its rivalry with other small 
parties prevent any consolidating effect within 
the centre-right camp. At present, the BOSA 
party is seeking to establish a consolidated cen-
trist movement through cooperation with smaller 
parties. Its aim is to combine a market-oriented 
policy approach with an inclusive, non-ethnically 
defined model of society. The success of this ini-
tiative remains uncertain, but it does underline 
the fact that the future of the right-of-centre 
political camp in South Africa does not depend 
solely on the growth of the DA. The key factor 
here will be the ability to consolidate democrati
cally oriented forces within this spectrum and 
to thereby secure institutional stability and pro-
gramme-based coherence. The following factors 

Factor Relevance to the centre-right camp Relevance to the centre-left camp

Recognition of the legacy 
of apartheid and an 
inclusive political style.

The clear acknowledgement of the 
inequalities that persist from apartheid 
is essential in order to gain credibility 
and support beyond traditional voter 
segments, particularly among the Black 
majority population.

A central element of the centre-left’s 
programme that shapes political narra-
tives, that is partly linked to redistribu-
tion demands, and that simultaneously 
serves as a primary mobilisation factor.

An ethically sound 
political style combined 
with transparency and 
accountability.

A political style that establishes integ-
rity, transparency, and accountability 
as key points of distinction from the 
ANC and left-wing populist forces. A 
consistent emphasis on these elements 
remains indispensable to the credibility 
and appeal of this camp.

Necessary when it comes to regaining 
legitimacy because corruption and 
nepotism weigh particularly heavily on 
left-leaning parties. Demands for social 
justice, redistribution, and equality must 
be credibly pursued by linking them to 
transparency and accountability.

Good governance and a 
positive track record.

Required in order to demonstrate gov-
erning competence through successful 
work at all political levels, to build on 
this continuously, and to highlight past 
achievements.

The dominant camp is expected to sig-
nificantly improve its hitherto modest 
record in government across all political 
levels, to address existing deficits, and 
thereby also to regain lost trust.

Leadership figures. The integrity, national visibility, and 
broad societal appeal of party leaders 
are key determinants of success in mo-
bilising beyond the party’s core base.

Leadership figures strongly shape this 
camp. Charisma and credibility are 
essential.
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3.	 Good governance and a positive track record: 
Reliable governance and policies focused on 
practical outcomes constitute key resources 
of political credibility. It is also advantageous 
if parties can demonstrate a proven positive 
record in government that shows that they are 
capable of governing successfully.

4.	 Leadership figures: National visibility, broad 
societal appeal, and the personal integrity of 
party leaders are decisive in building trust and 
enabling successful mobilisation.

These four determinants of success constitute 
general framework conditions for all parties in 
South Africa. In a further analytical step, these 
preconditions can be applied to democratic 
forces in both the centre-left and centre-right 
camps and can be translated into more specific 
strategic recommendations, thereby resulting in 
the overall picture presented in Figure 1.

In order for these determinants to take effect, 
a robust party organisation is required along 
with clear decision-making processes, reliable 
local structures, professional communication, 
and a realistic prospect of governing. The points 
outlined above  – particularly factors two to 
four – undoubtedly also apply to other national 
contexts. By contrast, the first factor is highly 
specific to South Africa and to the country’s par-
ticular social and historical trajectory. In this 
regard, the enduring legacy of apartheid must be 
taken into account as it continues to shape social 
inequality and political dynamics.

Conclusion: The perspective of an inte
grative catch-all party of the political centre

The decline of the ANC as a long-standing gov-
erning party has led to profound fragmentation 
and polarisation within the South African party 
system while simultaneously encouraging coa-
lition formation. Populist forces are gaining 
strength, whereas the political centre remains 
too weak to secure reliable reform majorities. 
Three decades after the democratic break-
through, South Africa thus faces the central 
challenge of ensuring political stability and 

reform capacity despite declining trust in par-
ties and institutions.14

The largest party within the centre-right spec-
trum – the DA – has the potential to develop into 
a South African catch-all party, as described by 
Otto Kirchheimer – that is, a party that is capable 
of appealing to broad sections of the electorate 
beyond clear class or social milieu boundaries 
and thereby also of exerting an integrative effect 
that transcends traditional loyalties.15 Both its 
increasing strategic openness within the GNU – 
reflected in a growing willingness to contribute 
actively to overall governmental stability through 
pragmatic and compromise-oriented action – and 
its emphasis on integrity and good governance 
point in this direction. However, without a clear 
acknowledgement of the enduring social inequal-
ities rooted in apartheid, the DA will remain only 
partially accessible to the Black majority popula-
tion. As the strongest force within the centre-left 
camp, the ANC has largely lost its binding effect 
due to decades of mismanagement, corruption, 
and a weak governing record. At the same time, 
Nelson Mandela’s party has thus far proved 
either unwilling or unable to initiate substantive 
reforms that would be capable of sustainably 
restoring confidence in its governing compe-
tence. The future of the political centre in South 
Africa therefore increasingly depends on whether 
the DA has the courage and determination to for-
mulate a credible offer to a diverse electorate and 
thereby to establish itself as a durable majority 
party.

– translated from German –
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1	 Detailed background information on the 2024 election – 
including a comprehensive analysis of the historical tra-
jectory, the social and economic crisis prior to the vote, 
assessments of the election campaigns, and summaries 
of voter turnout – has been provided by Schulz-Herzen-
berg and Southall (2024, n. 2). This is the fourth study 
in a series on South Africa’s parliamentary elections that 
is supported by the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung South 
Africa.

2	 Schulz-Herzberg, Collette / Southall, Roger 2024: 
Election 2024, South Africa Countdown to Coalition, 
Auckland Park, pp. 232 f.

3	 Ibid., pp. 1–270.
4	 Bauer, Nickolaus 2024: South Africa’s Easy Election 

Guide: Who to Vote for in 2024?, Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung, ESI Press, pp. 1–119, 22 Jan 2024, in: 
https://ogy.de/9uqs [17 Feb 2025].

5	 Schulz-Herzberg / Southall 2024, n. 2.
6	 Ibid.
7	 Ibid.
8	 Voting behaviour in 2024 indicates that the ANC, EFF, 

and MK together achieved roughly the share of the vote 
that the ANC alone had secured in 1999 and 2004. 
Many former ANC voters thus remain within the left-
wing camp in that they either support the EFF or MK or 
join the largest “voter group” in the country: namely that 
of non-voters. While the ANC is losing direct strength, 
the political camp that is shaped by its history and ideol-
ogy remains dominant.

9	 The term “Coloured community” in South Africa refers 
to a historically constructed population group of mixed 
ancestry that is concentrated primarily in the Western 
Cape. During apartheid, this community occupied 
an ambivalent position between discrimination and 
relative privilege and is still regarded today as a distinct 
political voter base; Encyclopædia Britannica 2026: 
Coloured people, 23 Jan 2026, in: https://ogy.de/wr3c 
[7 Jan 2025].

10	 Schulz-Herzberg / Southall 2024, n. 2.
11	 Van Onselen, Gareth 2024: Elections 2024 [15]: Map

ping ANC, DA, MK and EFF support by race, Inside Poli
tics, 24 Jun 2024, in: https://ogy.de/4gp1 [7 Jan 2025].

12	 Standard Bank 2025: Assessing the state of the DA, 
Newsletter, 6 Nov 2025.

13	 Ibid.
14	 Schulz-Herzberg / Southall 2024, n. 2, pp. 82 f.
15	 A “catch-all party” – as conceptualised by Otto Kirch-

heimer – refers to a party type that emerged after the 
Second World War and that seeks to attract voters from 
as many social strata as possible rather than to repre-
sent a specific class or worldview. It is characterised by 
ideological moderation, vote maximisation, leadership 
hierarchy, and relatively weak membership ties in order 
to appeal to a broad centre; Krouwel, André 2003: Otto 
Kirchheimer and the Catch-All Party, Western European 
Politics 26: 2, Apr 2003, pp. 23–40, in: https://ogy.de/
pqky [17 Jan 2026].

International Reports 1|2026

https://ogy.de/9uqs
https://ogy.de/wr3c
https://ogy.de/4gp1
https://ogy.de/pqky
https://ogy.de/pqky


73

Africa’s democracies – and with them, the continent’s 
democratic political parties – are facing major chal-
lenges. While democracy is still viewed by most as the 
preferred form of government, trust in the ability of 
elected governments to deliver solutions is waning. At 
the same time, Africa’s autocrats are on the advance, 
in some cases emboldened by recent geopolitical 
developments.

Centre-right parties are also coming under growing 
pressure. In recent elections, some have lost power or 
been prevented from taking office through authori
tarian practices and unlawful restrictions.

In response, these parties are strengthening regional 
cooperation in order to share ideas, to amplify the voice 
of the political centre across the continent, and to bol-
ster the resilience of Africa’s often-fragile democracies. 
The Democracy Union of Africa (DUA) has a key role to 
play in this regard.

The 2025 DUA Forum in Nairobi offers grounds for 
hope that the organisation will be able to perform its 
role more effectively in the future as a platform for 
exchange and ideas – although financing remains a key 
challenge.

In a Nutshell

How Can Centre-Right 
Parties Hold Their 
Ground in Africa?
A Look at the Democracy Union of Africa
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Africa1 is undergoing dynamic political change 
shaped by shifting geopolitical influences and a 
young, increasingly politically engaged popula-
tion. Centre-right parties face the challenge of 
asserting themselves in an environment marked 
by declining democratic norms and international 
standards as well as by growing youth dissatisfac-
tion. Despite coups, wars, and numerous crises, 
a majority of people on our neighbouring conti-
nent continue to favour democratic forms of gov-
ernment. Given the economic difficulties facing 
many countries, high unemployment almost 
everywhere, and widespread corruption, this is 
a remarkable finding. In many African states, 
however, democratic structures are being eroded. 
Elections are being manipulated and constitu-
tions amended in order to secure the continued 
rule of entrenched elites. Independent media 
are being silenced, while democratic opposition 
politicians are being killed, imprisoned, or other-
wise repressed. Whether in East, West, North, or 
Southern Africa, autocrats are gaining ground – 
encouraged by a geopolitical environment in 
which freedom, democracy, and human rights 
are being increasingly sidelined.

Hegemony instead of democracy

Since Donald Trump returned to the White House 
in January 2025, Washington has focused primar-
ily on deals and resources rather than on peace, 
international norms, or democratic governance. 
Sub-Saharan Africa has been hit particularly hard 
by the near-total withdrawal of US development 
assistance, which has been compounded by sig-
nificant cuts on the part of European donors. This 
is especially evident in support for civil society 
initiatives and democratic engagement. Whereas 
until recently, there were numerous funding 

programmes for organisations and individuals 
working to promote democracy, human rights, 
and freedom of expression, the number of West-
ern institutions providing financial assistance 
and expertise has shrunk considerably. German 
political foundations are among the few remain-
ing reliable partners.

At the same time, the political environment for 
democratic actors in Africa has become signifi
cantly more difficult. The influence of tradi-
tional Western actors – above all, the EU and the 
United States – is declining, while China, Russia, 
Turkey, and other countries are expanding their 
economic and political footprint. These states are 
pursuing pragmatic, resource-driven approaches 
that may in some cases reinforce authoritarian 
structures while at the same time expanding their 
own influence on the continent. They are doing 
so through intensified economic cooperation 
that spans raw material extraction (China), infra-
structure projects (China, Turkey, and the United 
Arab Emirates), education initiatives (particularly 
Turkish school projects in West Africa), military 
support (Russia and Turkey), and disinformation 
campaigns (Russia). The latter are demonstrably 
aimed at reducing Western influence in African 
societies.

Electoral manipulation and 
violence – And little criticism

Recent elections in several African countries 
have cast a harsh light on the erosion of demo-
cratic structures, on the disregard for democratic 
standards, and on the persecution of demo-
cratic opposition forces. In Côte d’Ivoire, Pres-
ident Ouattara secured a fourth term through 
both a controversial constitutional change and 
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the exclusion of leading opposition candidates, 
thereby consolidating his hold on power for the 
next five years.2 In Tanzania, opposition leader 
Tundu Lissu has been detained since April of last 
year and charged with treason.3 During the elec-
tions at the end of October, protests were brutally 
suppressed and hundreds of demonstrators killed 
following what appears to have been extensive 
manipulation of the vote itself. In Mozambique, 
too, protests against alleged electoral fraud bene
fiting the long-ruling FRELIMO party were vio-
lently dispersed, with serious doubts existing as 
to the validity of the official results.4

The United States has largely abandoned a val-
ues-based foreign policy and no longer consis
tently advocates democracy and human rights 
worldwide. Other Western actors  – not least 
in light of shifting geopolitical realities  – are 
also increasingly reluctant to publicly demand 
adherence to democratic and rule-of-law prin-
ciples. Reactions to the electoral manipulation 
and violence in the above-mentioned cases have 
therefore been muted, partly out of a desire not 
to jeopardise relations with the respective gov-
ernments.5

More and more young people 
are mobilising against 
corruption, unemployment, 
and inadequate public services.

African states themselves also generally refrain 
from intervening in the electoral processes of 
neighbouring countries, regardless of the extent 
to which democratic standards are violated and 
people are oppressed. On the contrary: Regional 
organisations that typically deploy election 
observers have often issued de facto endorse-
ments in the past. All the more noteworthy, then, 
is the election report by the regional organisation 
SADC on Tanzania, which stated in unusually 
clear terms that voters had not been presented 
with a genuinely free choice among candidates.6 
There is, however, little indication that either 
regional or international actors will hold the 

Tanzanian government and its president account-
able for electoral manipulation and human rights 
violations. A broader climate of impunity appears 
to be spreading across Tanzania, Mozambique, 
and Côte d’Ivoire. The same applies to the mili-
tary coup in Madagascar, which has thus far led 
to no major shifts in the island state’s relations 
with Europe or with its neighbouring countries. 
Is democracy becoming obsolete?

Generation Z demands participation 
and accountability

Even though recent surveys still show that people 
across Africa prefer democracy over other forms 
of government, public dissatisfaction is grow-
ing – driven by manipulated elections, restricted 
freedoms, and above all, weak economic devel-
opment and limited personal prospects. Protests 
led by Generation Z – which began in Kenya and 
have since spread across many parts of the con-
tinent – highlight in country-specific ways the 
notion that political and economic trajectories 
in many sub-Saharan states are not sustainable. 
The number of young people who see neither 
economic opportunities nor meaningful polit-
ical participation is rising across the continent. 
Increasingly, these young people are mobilising 
through digital networks against corruption, 
unemployment, and inadequate public services. 
The perception that their interests are insuffi-
ciently represented in formal political systems 
is prompting more extra-parliamentary engage-
ment – through social media activism, street pro-
tests, and civil society initiatives.

This dynamic poses a major challenge to political 
parties, including those of the centre-right: They 
must develop new political offerings and mean-
ingfully integrate younger generations. The gap 
between an often-ageing elite and a youthful 
majority population will be crucial to the future 
viability of both the political parties and democ-
racy itself. The erosion of democratic structures 
and processes driven by long-standing incum-
bents seeking to retain power on the one hand 
and the other growing demands from younger 
populations for political and economic participa-
tion on the other hand are two opposing trends 
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few. However, centre-right parties in Africa have 
thus far struggled to harness this value orienta-
tion for their political work. Public discourse, 
political rhetoric, and party platforms continue 
to be dominated by ideas rooted in the left. This 
worldview tends to hold the state as a welfare 
provider that intervenes heavily in the economy 
and creates jobs. It is often accompanied by latent 
scepticism towards markets, private enterprise, 
and free competition. By contrast, ideals closer 
to conservative thinking  – such as individual 
responsibility, self-help, and subsidiarity – play a 
far smaller role in this paradigm.

This gap between societal values and political 
ideology is sometimes explained by the histori-
cal experiences of many African states, which are 
shaped by colonialism, exploitation, and unequal 
resource distribution. When independence was 
gained, social inequality was high, and large seg-
ments of the population lived in poverty. In such 
contexts, left-leaning approaches that emphasise 

that indicate a turning point for political parties 
across the continent. This situation presents a 
particular opportunity for predominantly oppo-
sition centre-right parties to reclaim their role as 
key vehicles of democratic will-formation and 
to help break up entrenched power structures. 
Rejuvenating party membership and modern-
ising decision-making structures through the 
meaningful inclusion of Generation Z could help 
make democracy on our neighbouring continent 
more future-proof. The opportunity is especially 
pronounced for centre-right parties as Africa’s 
demographically young societies remain broadly 
conservative in outlook.

Conservative values – Left-wing policies

When examining the underlying values of Afri-
can societies, many would typically be described 
as “conservative”, including the particular impor-
tance attached to family, widespread religiosity, 
and the preservation of traditions, to name just a 
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Hunger for power overrules democracy: In 2025, Alassane Ouattara first secured his candidacy for a fourth 
term as president in Côte d’Ivoire through a constitutional amendment – and then also his election victory by 
excluding the main opposition candidates. Photo: © Zuma Press Wire, Imago.
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redistribution, state intervention, and social jus-
tice often appear more attractive than conser
vative or liberal approaches that rely on market 
mechanisms and individual responsibility. In 
many African countries, the state remains the 
primary provider of infrastructure, education, 
and healthcare because private markets are only 
weakly developed. Left-wing parties promise 
public investment, subsidies, and protection for 
the poorest segments of the population. This 
resonates with voters living in precarious circum-
stances who expect immediate improvements in 
their living conditions.

Political competition often 
appears to take place  
primarily between socialist 
and liberal ideas.

It should also be recalled that many African 
liberation movements maintained close ties 
with socialist states of the former Eastern Bloc, 
thereby contributing to the enduring influence 
of socialist ideas in their politics.

Less frequently discussed in connection with 
the dominance of “left-wing” thinking in Afri-
can politics is the lack of compelling offers from 
centre-right actors built around the conservative 
value orientation of large parts of the population. 
Political competition often appears to take place 
primarily between socialist and liberal ideas. 
Exceptions such as Ghana’s New Patriotic Party 
(NPP) and South Africa’s Inkatha Freedom Party 
tend to confirm the rule.

This situation is reflected in the fact that there is 
still only a limited number of centre-right par-
ties in government. Parties such as the NPP in 
Ghana and the Malawi Congress Party (MCP) 
have lost power in the wake of recent elections.7 
Other prominent centre-right actors  – includ-
ing Côte d’Ivoire’s opposition Parti Démocra-
tique de la Côte d’Ivoire – Rassemblement 
Démocratique Africain (PDCI-RDA) and Tan-
zania’s CHADEMA – have recently fallen victim 

to authoritarian governance and been unlaw-
fully prevented from assuming government 
responsibility, as outlined above. Internal party 
conflicts  – for example, within Mozambique’s 
RENAMO, Uganda’s Democratic Party and the – 
also Ugandan – Forum for Democratic Change 
(FDC) – have further weakened the African cen-
tre-right camp.

Democracy Union of Africa

Almost 30 years ago, centre-right parties across 
Africa decided to strengthen their cooperation 
in order to amplify the voice of the political cen-
tre on the continent, to share their experiences, 
and to enhance the resilience of Africa’s often-
fragile democracies. To that end, the Democracy 
Union of Africa (DUA; formerly the Democratic 
Union of Africa) was founded in 1997 The DUA 
operates as an alliance of African centre-right 
parties committed to democracy, freedom, and 
prosperity. The union views itself as a promoter 
of good governance, personal liberty, and the 
social market economy, which it regards as being 
key to sustainable development and stability in 
Africa. The organisation pursues these goals 
through annual forums, workshops, and election 
observation missions. The DUA is a member of 
the International Democracy Union (IDU), which 
is the global alliance of centre-right parties that 
also includes the European People’s Party (EPP). 
From the outset, the IDU played a key role in sup-
porting the DUA’s development and was closely 
involved in its decision-making processes. The 
most important external supporter for many 
years was the UK’s Westminster Foundation; 
today, the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung is the pri-
mary partner that supports the DUA through its 
Regional Programme Political Dialogue Sub-
Saharan Africa.

The DUA’s development was slow after its 
founding and at times even stalled, but in 2019, 
an IDU-backed initiative was launched in order 
to revitalise the organisation. This effort to 
resolve the DUA’s crisis initially failed, however. 
Although the newly elected leadership at the 
time developed a roadmap for the organisation’s 
future  – including strengthening institutional 
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future development was the adoption of a new 
statute designed to clarify institutional proce-
dures and prevent many of the conflicts that 
had previously hampered the DUA’s work. This 
work included the introduction of a regionally 
rotating chairmanship, thereby granting parties 
from less strongly represented regions a realistic 
opportunity to lead the organisation. Observers at 
the Nairobi conference – including the Secretary 
General of the International Democracy Union – 
assessed the DUA’s trajectory as clearly positive.8 
However, the encouraging signals from Nairobi 
should not obscure the significant challenges that 
remain. These include expanding membership, 
deepening cooperation among member parties, 
and reducing dependence on external support.

The DUA currently has 21 member parties.9 
Compared with other African party families, it is 
therefore lagging well behind the liberals (Africa 
Liberal Network; 42 parties) but is ahead of Cen-
trist Democrat International (CDI; 19 parties) 
and African socialist party networks (15 parties), 
although the Socialist International itself has 
more than 37 members in Africa.

Limited electoral success 
among DUA members

Of the DUA’s 21 member parties, only three are 
currently part of a governing coalition or hold 
government responsibility (Istiqlal in Morocco, 
the Unity Party in Liberia, and the Inkatha Free-
dom Party in South Africa). Kenya’s KANU is cur-
rently preparing to join the governing coalition. 
The status of Uganda’s opposition Democratic 
Party is unclear as the party chair serves as Min-
ister of Justice in the government. Following the 
NPP’s defeat in Ghana in 2024 and the MCP’s 
loss of power in Malawi in 2025, the DUA now 
has only a very limited presence in government 
across Africa. In addition, some DUA mem-
bers – realistically speaking – have little prospect 
of gaining power in the short to medium term 
given their political weight or the situation in 
their respective countries.

With its statute adopted in 2025, however, the 
DUA created room to increase its membership. 

capacity, deepening cooperation among member 
parties, and positioning the DUA as an advocate 
for democratic principles in Africa – implementa-
tion remained limited. A dual leadership model 
introduced after the 2022 executive elections 
proved only partially effective because leader-
ship responsibilities were in practice assumed 
by just one of the co-chairs. Following the most 
recent leadership elections in 2024, however, the 
DUA is now headed by a younger chair: Ghana-
ian politician Louisa Atta-Agyemang, who has 
approached her two-year mandate with clear 
priorities and effective communication. Atta-
Agyemang benefits from strong backing from 
her party, the NPP – one of the DUA’s core pil-
lars – and from the support of former Ghanaian 
President Nana Addo Dankwa Akufo-Addo, a 
prominent and influential advocate.

At its latest forum, the DUA 
expressed solidarity with 
democrats who face repression 
in their home countries.

New leadership, fresh momentum, 
and a clear commitment

The DUA Forum held in Nairobi in October 2025 
offered a glimpse of this renewed momentum. 
Under the title “Navigating Africa’s Strategic 
Position in a Multipolar World – Towards Equi-
table and Mutually Beneficial Partnerships”, 
the event sought both to articulate Africa’s 
place in a changing global order and to further 
strengthen ties among member parties. One 
key focus was Africa’s future relationship with 
the Western community of values  – undoubt-
edly one of the continent’s central geopolitical 
questions, but also of major relevance to Europe. 
At the forum, the DUA positioned itself clearly 
on the side of democracy, expressing solidarity 
with democratic actors who face repression or 
imprisonment for their political engagement, 
including Tanzanian opposition leader Tundu 
Lissu and Ugandan opposition figure Kizza Besi-
gye. Another important step for the organisation’s 
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Alongside full membership, it introduced an 
associate membership category for parties 
in countries where two DUA member parties 
already exist. Previously, admitting more than 
two parties per country had not been accepted. 
The DUA also created an accredited membership 
category for parties that do not meet all criteria 
for membership. This category allows also socie
tal organisations to become members. In order 
to prepare future full members for the organisa-
tion, the DUA now also provides observer status 
for parties that are not yet members. In selecting 
future members, the DUA relies on rather vague 
criteria, such as a programmatic orientation 
towards the ideals of the centre-right and a com-
mitment to democracy. Full members must be 
able to demonstrate participation in democratic 
elections in their country.

The necessary consolidation of the DUA’s work 
primarily involves strengthening its program-
matic political activity and reinforcing the 
organisation as a representative voice of the 
centre-right. Although the DUA is a network of 
highly diverse parties whose approach to politics 
is often more pragmatic than programmatic, it 
could provide important support as a source of 

ideas for its member parties’ political and policy 
work, thereby helping them strengthen their plat-
forms and embed themselves more firmly in soci-
ety, which would lead to improvements in their 
electoral prospects.

What still needs to be done

Deepening and expanding the DUA’s work is not 
possible without a functioning structure, how-
ever. The DUA currently has no secretariat. The 
chair carries the main burden of the work, secur-
ing outside support for events and in some cases 
financing them herself. The current Secretary 
General is serving as his party’s campaign man-
ager, being based several thousand kilometres 
from the DUA’s nominal headquarters in Accra. 
This lack of infrastructure fails to reflect the DUA’s 
growing political importance. Thus far, the DUA 
has largely depended on the leadership drive and 
personal commitment of those at the top.

This lack of structure is primarily a result of in
sufficient funding. While the DUA’s statute pro-
vides for membership dues, these dues have not 
been collected in the past, thereby leaving the 
organisation with no meaningful resources of 
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A few months before his arrest: In January 2025, Tundu Lissu (left) was elected chairman of the Tanzanian DUA 
member party CHADEMA. In April, the government had him arrested for political reasons. Photo: © Xinhua, Imago.
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The DUA’s political weight – especially in com-
parison with that of other party-family associa-
tions in Africa – should be increased by admitting 
additional members. However, in expanding its 
membership, the DUA should avoid the mistake 
made by other international party associations 
of not sufficiently vetting new members for their 
commitment to democracy.

As part of this expansion, it is also important to 
do more to incorporate the continent’s franco-
phone countries. At present, only three franco-
phone African countries are represented in the 
DUA through parties: Morocco, Côte d’Ivoire, 
and Togo. Anglophone Africa is far better repre-
sented, with ten countries, while two of Africa’s 
five lusophone countries are represented in the 
DUA. Moreover, with the exception of Equatorial 
Guinea, the entire Central Africa region is absent 
from the DUA.

Deepening the DUA’s work can make an impor-
tant contribution to the success of its member 
parties in their respective countries. This should 
be achieved by supporting the programmatic 
work of the member parties and by focusing on 
areas where existing societal value orientations 
have not yet been sufficiently taken up by political 
parties. One option would be to establish a (vir-
tual) DUA policy institute that develops policy 
concepts that can then be used in member par-
ties’ platforms. More intense sharing of campaign 
experiences and of how to deal with authoritarian 
regimes would also add value, thereby making 
membership in the DUA more attractive.

How can centre-right parties 
hold their ground in Africa?

Given political developments across Africa and 
the trend towards authoritarian governance, 
democratic parties are under considerable pres-
sure. This situation calls for greater solidarity 
among democracies, democrats, and democratic 
political parties on the continent as well as for 
more structured cooperation. As international 
engagement in democracy support declines, 
solidarity among African democrats is becoming 
increasingly important. The Democracy Union 

its own. The DUA’s flagship activity – the annual 
DUA Forum – is largely funded by partners and 
sponsors. Some DUA member parties have suffi-
cient financial resources to support DUA forums 
hosted in their respective countries, but funding 
for a DUA secretariat remains unresolved.

The crisis of democracy in Africa requires closer 
cooperation among democracies and democrats. 
With the withdrawal of traditional external actors 
in democracy support and the growing influence 
of actors promoting authoritarian social models, 
the conditions for cooperation among democrats 
in Africa have deteriorated. However, the main 
reason for the crisis of African democracies does 
not lie primarily in these external developments; 
rather, it stems above all from the fact that Afri-
can democracies have not been able to generate 
sufficient political stability and prosperity – fac-
tors that are essential in fostering citizens’ trust 
in both the state and democracy. Political parties 
are often part of the problem because they are 
not sufficiently well positioned in terms of sub-
stance and organisation and are not sufficiently 
rooted in society. What is more, political parties 
are not attractive enough to the key target group 
of young voters. As such, it is not surprising that 
young Africans are increasingly articulating their 
interests in the streets rather than through the 
political parties.

In recent years, the DUA has positioned itself 
clearly alongside democrats and democracies. 
In public statements, it has highlighted the criti
cal situation in Tanzania, where DUA member 
CHADEMA faced severe repression around the 
2025 elections. The DUA has also issued critical 
statements on political developments in Côte 
d’Ivoire – where the presidential candidate of 
DUA member PDCI-RDA was excluded from 
the elections – as well as on the unlawful deten-
tion of Ugandan opposition politician Kizza Besi-
gye.10 In so doing, the DUA succeeded in feeding 
this mobilisation into the international political 
debate via the International Democracy Union. 
In the case of CHADEMA, this contributed to the 
successful introduction by the EPP in the Euro-
pean Parliament of a resolution that is critical of 
political developments in Tanzania.
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of Africa has a mandate from its member par-
ties to play an active role in this process and has 
done so successfully in recent years. As an Afri-
can umbrella organisation of centre-right parties 
and a member of the IDU, the DUA also has the 
potential to build bridges to other continents and 
to advocate for solidarity beyond Africa itself. The 
international networking of DUA member parties 
with other IDU parties and its strong partnership 
with Germany are of fundamental importance 
for all involved, especially in times of geopolitical 
change and renewed rivalries.

The political success of centre-right parties in 
Africa will depend above all on whether these 
parties can offer policies that reflect the interests 
of their populations. This requires a clear sub-
stantive positioning as a political force that repre-
sents conservative societal values and – building 
on that foundation – that develops political pro-
grammes that lead to tangible improvements in 
people’s living conditions. It will also become 
increasingly important for the success of centre-
right parties to align these policy offerings with 
the needs of young people and to win them over 
to party-political engagement. When politically 
engaged young people are heard within party 
structures, when they can contribute to deci-
sion-making and programme development, and 
when they are able to represent their parties pub-
licly, these parties become more representative, 
and democracy is strengthened as a result.

In terms of sharing ideas regarding political and 
policy challenges – as well as on important issues, 
such as party organisation, campaign manage-
ment, political communication, and dealing with 
authoritarian governments – the DUA can serve 
as a platform for its member parties. In so doing, 
the DUA would make an important contribution 
to safeguarding and promoting democracy, to 
strengthening the centre-right in Africa, and to 
increasing its attractiveness to new members.

– translated from German –
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Morocco’s political parties operate within a hybrid 
system in which elections and parliaments exist yet 
key strategic decisions remain closely aligned with the 
monarchy. Within this framework, the political centre 
plays a pivotal role, ensuring stability while making use 
of its limited scope for policymaking within the parame-
ters set by the monarchy.

Istiqlal and the Rassemblement National des 
Indépendants (RNI) have been part of a governing 
coalition since 2021 and – as system-loyal centre-
right parties – shape the political agenda. Istiqlal 
emphasises tradition and moderate reform, whereas 
the RNI prioritises technocratic modernisation and 
economic development. Both parties are partners 

of the European People’s Party (EPP) and pursue a 
pro-Western orientation.

The governing coalition faces the challenge of meeting 
societal expectations – particularly those of an increas-
ingly frustrated younger generation – without over-
stepping the structural limits of the system. Protests 
and declining party engagement point to a growing 
distance from the political elite.

The parliamentary elections scheduled for September 
2026 are set to take place against a backdrop of ongo-
ing fragmentation and likely also low voter turnout. For 
the political centre, the challenge remains to safeguard 
stability while simultaneously regaining public trust.

In a Nutshell

Morocco’s Political 
Centre in a Hybrid 
System
Between Party Pluralism and Monarchical Influence
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A hybrid system: Monarchy is 
dominant, parliament is consulted

In the Kingdom of Morocco, democratic struc-
tures coexist with an omnipresent monarchical 
dominance. The political system is regarded as a 
hybrid form of governance1 in which parliaments 
and elections exist while the King and his entou-
rage (the Makhzen) set the guiding principles of 
policy.2 Centrist parties – above all, the long-es-
tablished Istiqlal (Independence Party) and the 
economically liberal Rassemblement National 
des Indépendants (RNI) – play an important role 
within this framework as reliable partners to the 
monarchy. Acting from within a joint governing 
coalition, they will face a further test with the 
parliamentary elections in 2026, however.

Formally, since the constitutional reform of 
2011  – which was enacted in the wake of the 
so-called Arab Spring – the Kingdom has been a 
constitutional monarchy with an elected parlia-
ment and an elected government.3 In practice, 
however, power remains heavily concentrated 
in the Palace. Key sovereign portfolios such as 
foreign affairs, the interior, the military, and 

religious affairs are formally part of the gov-
ernment cabinet, yet their heads are appointed 
directly by the monarch; thus, they are regarded 
as politically non-partisan. Although the 2011 
Constitution granted parliament and govern-
ment additional powers,4 their room for manoeu-
vre remains narrowly circumscribed. Strategic 
direction and key senior appointments continue 
to be decided at the Royal Palace. This situation 
has given rise to an inherent tension: Elections 
are held regularly and are largely free, yet their 
primary function is to determine which party is 
best situated to implement the royal agenda most 
effectively. The overarching guidelines of state 
policy – from major development plans to foreign 
affairs – are, however, formulated through the 
King’s speeches and initiatives. Party politics is 
therefore not the visionary force in the country, 
but at best a manager of the royal agenda.

Centrist parties – above all, Istiqlal and the RNI – 
play significant roles within this system. Pre-
cisely because radical or anti-monarchical forces 
remain marginalised in Morocco, the moderate, 
system-loyal parties effectively form the centre of 
party politics. Istiqlal and the RNI are regarded as 
key pillars of the party system and maintain close 
ties with the European centre-right family. Both 
parties have been official partners of the Euro-
pean People’s Party (EPP) since 2018. But how 
do Istiqlal and the RNI conduct politics under 
conditions of limited parliamentary power? And 
how is the political centre preparing for the par-
liamentary elections in September 2026?

A unique electoral system as a guarantor 
of pluralism – and fragmentation

One crucial instrument through which the Mo
roccan system is steered is electoral law. Over 
the years, the system has been designed to allow 

Overview of the Moroccan party landscape

•	 Istiqlal (centre-right)
•	 Mouvement Populaire (social-liberal)
•	 PAM (liberal)
•	 PJD (Islamists)
•	 PPS (left-wing)
•	 Rassemblement National des 

Indépendants (RNI, centre-right)
•	 Union Constitutionnelle (liberal-

conservative)
•	 USFP (social democrat)
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pluralistic elections while preventing any sin-
gle party from achieving a dominant majority 
that could diminish the influence of the Palace. 
Morocco has a long-established multi-party sys-
tem, and particularly during the reign of King 
Hassan II (1961 to 1999), the party landscape 
became fragmented – partly due to the Palace’s 
deliberate fostering of the creation of new par-
ties. Most recently, the 2021 electoral reform – 
which was implemented immediately before 
the latest parliamentary elections – had a deci-
sive impact on the composition of parliament.5 
Among other changes, the threshold of three 
per cent was abolished, thereby making it easier 
for small parties to enter parliament. Even more 
significant was the change in the method used 
to allocate seats: For the first time, seats were 
calculated no longer based on the votes actually 
cast, but rather based on the number of regis-
tered voters in each constituency, regardless 
of how many people had actually voted. This 
unusual calculation method – which is unique 
to Morocco – reduces the effective value of each 
vote and particularly disadvantages large par-
ties with high voter support. The implications 
of this change are considerable: Since the divi-
sor (i.e. the number of registered voters) is now 
much larger than the number of votes actually 
cast, the number of seats that a high-vote party 
can secure is substantially reduced. Therefore, 
it is almost impossible for any party to win more 
than one seat per constituency, no matter how 
overwhelming its share of the vote there may 
be. When it comes to distributing parliamen-
tary seats per constituency, it is the sequence 
of results that is important. If the party with 
the most votes cannot win more than one seat, 
the remaining seats are distributed among the 
next-ranking parties. The largest constituen-
cies in densely populated urban districts have 
six seats, which are typically shared among 
as many parties. However, the majority of 
Morocco’s constituencies – particularly in rural 
areas – have only two or three seats. In order to 
emerge as the election winner, a party therefore 
needs strong results nationwide, particularly in 
regions with a rather traditionalist electorate. 
In this electoral system, no political force can 
secure significantly more than 100 of the 395 

seats. This effect is further reinforced by low 
voter turnout (50.35 per cent in 20216).

The 2021 parliamentary election resulted in 
an even more fragmented legislature. The pre-
viously governing Islamist party  – the Justice 
and Development Party (PJD), which had been 
the strongest force in 2011 and 2016 – fell dra-
matically, from 125 to just 13 seats. Instead, the 
winners were the liberal-conservative centre par-
ties: The RNI came first, with 102 of 395 seats, 
followed by the Palace-aligned Authenticity 
and Modernity Party (PAM), with 87 seats, and 
Istiqlal, with 81 mandates. The fact that the RNI 
won more than 100 seats despite the electoral 
system underscores the party’s overwhelming 
nationwide victory.

Doubts as to the impact  
of one’s own vote  
contribute to low voter  
turnout and political 
disengagement.

From the perspective of state power, the electoral 
system achieves its purpose by ensuring plural-
ism and preventing a concentration of power, 
particularly at the extreme ends. The diversity 
of the party system is most visible in cities, where 
up to six parties per constituency can realisti-
cally hope to secure parliamentary seats. More 
extreme positions are also represented in cities, 
however, both on the left and within the Islamic-
conservative spectrum. While these groups can 
expect to win seats in their strongholds, they are 
no more successful than other parties elsewhere. 
The fragmentation of the party landscape – which 
is often criticised as a weakness – is, in fact, an 
implicit guarantee of stability. By preventing any 
single party from dominating government action, 
the King remains indispensable as a non-partisan 
arbiter. For voters, however, this comes at a cost: 
Many citizens doubt that their vote can bring 
about fundamental change, which contributes 
to low voter turnout and political disaffection. 
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their proximity to the Palace, Istiqlal and the RNI 
must prove their relevance by mediating between 
the needs of the population and the directives 
of the monarchy. In a sense, they function as a 
buffer within the hybrid system, lending demo-
cratic legitimacy to the political arena and giving 
societal interests at least a partial voice.

The Parti de l’Istiqlal was 
founded in 1944 during the 
struggle against the French 
Protectorate.

Istiqlal – Tradition, loyalty to the 
monarchy, and a renewed profile

The Parti de l’Istiqlal is Morocco’s oldest polit-
ical party. It is the only Moroccan party to be a 
member of both the Centrist Democrat Interna-
tional (IDC-CDI) and the International Democ-
racy Union (IDU). Through these memberships, 

Against this backdrop, Istiqlal and the RNI must 
repeatedly assert themselves as actors of the 
political centre.

The centrist parties: Pillars 
of political operations

Within Morocco’s party spectrum, Istiqlal and the 
RNI represent the traditional elite – in contrast 
to more ideologically distinct forces such as the 
Islamist PJD and the left-wing parties. Istiqlal and 
the RNI are considered system-loyal, meaning 
they accept the monarchy as the supreme author-
ity, operate within its framework, and stand ideo
logically for economically liberal policies with a 
socially conservative bent. International observ-
ers regard these parties as being well-networked 
and representing a distinctly pro-Western course. 
As partners of the EPP, they participate in the 
European debate and advocate greater interna-
tional engagement for Morocco.

Their true test, however, lies in their domestic 
role within the state–party relationship. Despite 
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Elected government under royal supervision: Prime Minister Aziz Akhannouch is seen speaking at the annual 
meeting of the World Bank and IMF in Marrakesh in October 2023, with a portrait of Mohammed VI in the back-
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Istiqlal represents the Moroccan perspective in 
the international networks of centre-right parties. 
Founded in 1944 during the struggle against the 
French Protectorate, the party remains an endur-
ing part of Morocco’s national history. Istiqlal 
led the independence movement and provided 
the first post-1956 government leaders, thereby 
becoming a formative force in early state poli-
tics. In the 1960s and 1970s, it came into rivalry 
with King Hassan II, however, who did not tol-
erate competing centres of power.7 During this 
period, left-wing factions split off (e.g. the pre-
cursor to today’s Social Democratic Socialist 
Union of Popular Forces, the USFP), while Istiqlal 
itself remained largely conservative-nationalist.8 
Under King Hassan II, the party experienced 
phases of opposition and co-optation: at times 
marginalised, at others included in government 
coalitions depending on the Palace’s calculations. 
This capacity for political survival and adapta-
tion has allowed Istiqlal to mature into a kind of 
state-bearing institution – always system-loyal 
while also maintaining its own distinct profile.

Ideologically, Istiqlal emphasises social justice 
within a market economy framework and is tra-
ditionally deeply rooted both in the urban middle 
class and in rural communities. During the ten-
year rule of the Islamist PJD from 2011, Istiqlal 
initially participated as a coalition partner but 
withdrew from the coalition in 2013. From 2017 
onwards, Istiqlal underwent a personnel renewal 
when Nizar Baraka assumed leadership: A mod-
erate technocrat and grandson of the founding 
father, Allal al-Fassi, Baraka restored the party 
to the forefront of national politics. Under his 
leadership, Istiqlal made significant gains in the 
2021 elections, rising from 46 to 81 seats, and has 
since been a key pillar of the government as the 
third-largest party.

Despite its participation in government, Istiqlal 
consciously maintains an independent profile. 
The party presents itself as a values-oriented 
centre-right force, pursuing both economic 
development and social equity. In autumn 2025, 
for example, Istiqlal published a comprehensive 
economic policy statement calling for a stronger 
welfare state, for measures to protect household 

purchasing power, and for greater sovereignty in 
key sectors such as health, energy, and water.9 
The paper additionally contained indirect criti-
cism of the governing styles of its coalition part-
ners, the RNI and the PAM. In so doing, Istiqlal 
demonstrated two things: firstly, its technical 
competence and programmatic substance, and 
secondly, its determination to distinguish itself 
from its coalition partners despite being in gov-
ernment. This balancing act – that is, governing 
while remaining independent  – is something 
Istiqlal has mastered exceptionally well due to 
its long experience.

Overall, Istiqlal today appears as a modern 
anchor of tradition: firmly rooted in Morocco’s 
history while also striving to adapt to new chal-
lenges. Istiqlal’s constructive, moderate stance 
makes it an indispensable factor within Moroc-
co’s power structure. This dual anchoring – that 
is, both patriotic and tradition-conscious on the 
one hand while open to moderate reforms on the 
other hand – makes Istiqlal attractive to many 
centrist voters. However, even Istiqlal encoun-
ters systemic limits: On issues touching the royal 
agenda, the party strictly follows the line of the 
Palace. While this aligns with its monarchist 
orientation, it also demonstrates that even a 
long-established party in Morocco can never act 
fully autonomously.

The RNI brings together 
economic elites, technocrats, 
and figures from established 
families. 

RNI – Technocratic, business-friendly,  
and a key power broker

The RNI represents a political centre force cre-
ated by the establishment. In many respects, it 
serves as a counterbalance to Istiqlal: Where 
Istiqlal draws on an 80-year history, the RNI was 
only founded in 1978 (i.e. one year after the 1977 
parliamentary elections) as a coalition of inde-
pendent MPs and prominent figures in order to 
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professionalisation, with strategic areas such as 
communications being significantly expanded. 
As a result, the RNI positioned itself as a kind of 
performance-oriented party. In his 2021 cam-
paign, Akhannouch promised comprehensive 
social reforms alongside major investments. He 
additionally positioned himself as a symbol of 
economic competence and closeness to the royal 
household – a combination that inspired trust 
among many voters. In fact, the RNI emerged as 
the clear winner of the 2021 election, displacing 
the PJD from the head of government.

Sensitive political questions 
are decided outside 
parliament.

For the RNI, however, this also meant being fully 
in the spotlight: The party has since borne pri-
mary responsibility for governing and is expected 
to deliver results. However, the success of the 
RNI has always depended heavily on its leader-
ship personalities. This makes the party vulner-
able because it is currently perceived as a party 
of the wealthy and powerful and is criticised by 
the opposition for lacking empathy for ordinary 
citizens, with Akhannouch  – one of Morocco’s 
richest men – embodying the close ties between 
money and politics. Criticism of Akhannouch 
and his administration steadily grew, and looking 
ahead to the 2026 parliamentary elections, he 
increasingly appeared to be a burden on the par-
ty’s campaign capacity. In January 2026, Akhan-
nouch announced that he would not run for party 
chairmanship again, and at a party congress in 
early February, he was succeeded by Mohamed 
Chaouki, the previous parliamentary faction 
leader. Despite his political office, Chaouki 
remains largely unknown outside RNI networks. 
Therefore, the move involves a certain degree of 
risk since he will have to defend the party’s top 
position as the lead candidate in the elections. 
Thus, the RNI now faces the dual challenge of 
convincing broad segments of the population 
of its policy approaches while also mobilising 
support for a new lead candidate. Rising living 

secure a Palace-loyal parliamentary majority. 
The party’s founding in 1978 was spearheaded by 
then–Prime Minister Ahmed Osman, a brother-
in-law of King Hassan II. From the outset, the 
RNI brought together economic elites, tech-
nocrats, and figures from established families. 
Adopting a centrist-liberal image, it quickly 
became the largest parliamentary faction (hold-
ing 141 of 264 seats in 1978). In this way, the RNI 
initially served as the Palace’s main vehicle for 
channelling political power.10 During the 1980s, 
the party experienced highs and lows: In 1981, 
a faction split off (later known as the National 
Democratic Party, PND – a precursor to today’s 
coalition partner, the PAM), and in 1984, the 
RNI lost many seats to the newly formed Union 
Constitutionnelle  – another Palace-initiated 
“administrative party”.11 Nevertheless, the RNI 
remained a constant player in shifting coalitions.

Under King Mohammed VI (reigning since 
1999), the RNI’s role as a state-supporting party 
has been further consolidated. It had previously 
participated in the historic government change of 
1998 (“gouvernement de l’alternance”) under the 
first left-leaning Prime Minister, Abderrahman 
Youssoufi of the USFP,12 and later formed part of 
the technocratic cabinets of the early 2000s. The 
RNI’s reputation as a reliable majority-maker in 
Moroccan politics was further reinforced in 2013, 
when Istiqlal left the coalition with the Islamist 
PJD and the RNI stepped in to secure a parlia-
mentary majority for the PJD government.13 
After the 2016 election, the RNI acted shrewdly 
behind the scenes: It initially blocked the for-
mation of a government by the election-win-
ning PJD (under Abdelilah Benkirane) through 
maximalist demands, eventually engineering a 
coalition composition more to its liking under 
the more conciliatory PJD Prime Minister Saad-
Eddine El Othmani. This episode of the so-called 
blockage in 2016 to 2017 highlighted the influ-
ence of the RNI, even though it was only the 
third-largest party at the time.14

Aziz Akhannouch – a billionaire entrepreneur 
in the energy and agribusiness sectors  – took 
over the RNI’s leadership ahead of the 2016 
elections, investing heavily in the party and its 
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costs, the aftermath of the 2023 earthquake,15 
persistently high youth unemployment levels 
(over 20 per cent16), and stark regional dispari-
ties in development all present a serious test for 
Morocco’s currently largest party.

In summary, the RNI today stands for renewal 
rooted in continuity: As a project supported by 
the Palace, it has played a key role in shaping 
the political landscape. Many of its ministers 
are experienced technocrats and business lead-
ers who advance reforms, albeit always in coor-
dination with the royal cabinet. The limits of 
power are clearly perceptible even for the RNI’s 
top leadership: On core issues, the King sets the 
agenda. This has recently been evident in major 
projects such as preparations for the 2030 FIFA 
World Cup, the expansion of green hydrogen, 
and policy on the Sahara,17 where the govern-
ment has acted primarily in a supporting capac-
ity. In this way, the party fulfils its principal role 
within the hybrid system – that is, the reliable 
administration of the development path defined 
by the King. Should it fail in managing social ten-
sions or in addressing allegations of corruption, 
however, it too risks the fate of a governing party 
punished at the ballot box.

Between influence and constraint: 
Political centre under pressure in 2026

Although Istiqlal and the RNI play a central role 
in Morocco’s parliament and government, they 
repeatedly encounter the structural limits of the 
system. Parliamentary debates do take place, but 
sensitive political issues are decided outside par-
liament. The centrist parties have accommodated 
themselves to this reality; over the longer term, 
however, this situation carries the risk of gradual 
erosion. If citizens gain the impression that elected 
representatives can effect little real change, the 
legitimacy of the entire political class declines.

This risk is particularly evident in the grow-
ing political disaffection among young people. 
Many young Moroccans feel unrepresented by 
the established parties and complain of a lack of 
meaningful participation.18 In autumn 2025, frus-
tration erupted in the protest movement “Gen-
eration Z 212”, in which primarily young adults 
demonstrated against corruption, unemploy-
ment, and shortcomings in both education and 
healthcare.19 The protests were directed explic-
itly at the government – including Prime Minis-
ter Akhannouch – and at the political parties, but 
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Call for change: With the protest movement “Generation Z 212”, Morocco’s youth is positioning itself as a 
driving force for structural reforms in the education and healthcare systems, as well as for the determined fight 
against corruption, inflation, and unemployment. Photo: © Anadolu Agency, Imago. 
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means that they are likely to choose individuals 
and party lists deemed capable of forming coali-
tions, with a coherent programme of government 
playing a secondary role. Istiqlal and the RNI 
nevertheless benefit from a certain incumbency 
advantage: As governing parties, they can point 
to tangible achievements (e.g. infrastructure 
projects, social measures, and successful major 
events, such as the 2025 Africa Cup of Nations in 
football). At the same time, however, these par-
ties bear responsibility for unresolved problems 
(including unemployment and inflation) and may 
be penalised for these at the ballot box.

Second, voter turnout is likely to be a decisive 
indicator. Will the parties succeed in mobilising 
voters, particularly young first-time voters? Or 
might it even suit the centrist parties – given the 
quotient rule – if turnout remains low? In pub-
lic, Istiqlal and the RNI are seeking to counter 
such perceptions by focusing on issues relevant 
to young people and by potentially nominating 
fresh faces. For example, Istiqlal has announced 
that it will field more candidates under the age of 
40 and step up its use of social media in order to 
reach younger voters. The RNI, for its part, may 
benefit from the popularity of some of its younger 
ministers. Ultimately, however, it remains ques-
tionable whether this will suffice to rebuild young 
people’s basic trust so long as deeper demands 
for genuine participation remain unmet.

Third, the role of the Palace in the run-up to the 
elections will be crucial, particularly regarding 
the traditional media landscape, which is largely 
steered by the Palace. The monarchy has no inter-
est in engaging in an overt campaign in favour 
of any one party, however: Indeed, it is keen to 
preserve the image of a neutral arbiter. Instead, 
subtle influence is likely to be exerted in order to 
ensure that the post-election coalition arithmetic 
works out: Ideally, from the Palace’s perspective, 
loyal centrist parties would form the majority. The 
RNI–PAM–Istiqlal configuration has proven effec-
tive from the state’s viewpoint, thereby making 
its continuation likely. However, shifts within this 
bloc are possible. For instance, Istiqlal or the PAM 
could gain more weight and potentially provide 
the prime minister if they surpass the RNI in seats.

not at the monarchy. Unlike during the so-called 
Arab Spring in 2011, the system itself was not 
called into question.20 For Istiqlal and the RNI – 
as governing parties and part of the political 
establishment – such developments represent a 
serious challenge. On the one hand, these parties 
must respond to citizens’ legitimate social con-
cerns and offer solutions; on the other hand, they 
must also respect the structural limits inherent in 
the system. This situation illustrates the delicate 
balancing act of the system: It seeks to involve 
the population sufficiently in order to safeguard 
stability but not to open up to such an extent that 
uncontrollable dynamics might emerge.

Another area of tension concerns internal partici
pation and programme development within the 
parties themselves. Istiqlal and the RNI are seek-
ing to modernise and to make themselves more 
attractive to new members. For example, Istiqlal 
has begun to involve its youth organisations more 
closely and to develop new formats for partici-
pation. The RNI has established around twenty 
subsidiary organisations addressing areas such 
as the economy, women, and youth, with the aim 
of engaging these groups more effectively. At the 
national level, however, party elites remain rel-
atively distant, with decision-making processes 
often taking place within small circles. Moroc-
co’s clientelist politics – that is, the distribution of 
favours through personal networks – further weak-
ens traditional party identification. While Istiqlal 
is able to draw on a loyal core electorate (particu-
larly in certain medium-sized urban milieus) and 
the RNI benefits from strong local leadership 
in some rural regions, the binding power of the 
parties remains limited. Many voters feel more 
closely attached to their immediate social environ-
ment – that is, to families, clans, and patrons – than 
to any party ideology. Against this backdrop, sev-
eral factors are likely to shape the parliamentary 
elections scheduled for September 2026.

First, further fragmentation in parliament is to 
be expected. The electoral system – including 
the calculation method introduced in 2021 – is 
again likely to ensure that no party comes close 
to securing an absolute majority. Coalitions will 
therefore once more be necessary. For voters, this 
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Fourth, the question arises as to how the oppo-
sition will perform. Can the PJD recover after its 
humiliation? Some signs suggest it could regain 
ground, attempting to present itself as a moral 
alternative to the governing parties. However, 
the PJD lacks coalition partners and new per-
sonnel. Meanwhile, the leftist forces are divided 
and show little capacity to form a coalition. Any 
surprise might come from the liberal spectrum: 
Parties such as Union Constitutionnelle and 
Mouvement Populaire are ideologically close to 
the current government, but could benefit from 
a desire for change, presenting themselves as a 
compatible renewal of the government.

Overall, there is much to indicate that Istiqlal 
and the RNI will remain central actors in the 
political system even after 2026. Both embody 
a political centre that guarantees stability and 
continuity in the Moroccan context while also 
juggling the population’s expectations. Their 
significance lies less in enacting fundamental 
change than in managing gradual reforms under 
Palace supervision. Despite all the limitations of 
these parties, their achievements should not be 
underestimated: Indeed, the parties maintain 
parliamentary operations, contribute expertise 
to legislation, and serve as a transmission belt 
between state leadership and society. Without 
them, Morocco’s system would either be entirely 
Palace-driven or leave dangerous gaps that radi-
cal forces could exploit.

Ultimately, the Moroccan monarchy aims to bal-
ance parliamentary forces so that reform projects 
can advance without endangering royal suprem-
acy. Istiqlal and the RNI are useful to the royal 
household because both stand for predictability 
and a pro-Western orientation. If the gap between 
the youth and institutions continues to widen, 
however, even the political centre could falter. For 
now, though, the signs point towards continuity: 
The political centre in Morocco has learned to 
assert itself in a hybrid system, thereby making it 
indispensable to the stability of the system.
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