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CRZZ Centralna Rada Związków Zawodowych [Central Council of 
Trade Unions (Poland)] 

CSL Confédération des syndicats libres [Confederation of Free 
Trade Unions (France)] 

dbb dbb beamtenbund und tarifunion [German Civil Service 
Federation] 

DGB Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund [German Trade Union Confed-
eration] 

EPP European People’s Party 
ÉSZT Értelmiségi Szakszervezeti Tömörülés [Professional Trade 

Union Bloc] 
ÉTMOSZ Életre Tervezett Munkavállalók Országos Szakszervezete 

[National Trade Union of Workers Planned for Life] 
ETUC European Trade Union Confederation 
EU European Union 
FCA Fiat Chrysler Automobiles 
FdI Fratelli d’Italia [Brothers of Italy] 
FI Forza Italia [Forward Italy]



ABBREVIATIONS xiii

FIM Federazione Italiana Metalmeccanici [Italian Federation of 
Metal Mechanics] 

FIOM Federazione Impiegati Operai Metallurgici [Italian Federa-
tion of Metalworkers] 

FN Front National [National Front (France)] 
FO Force Ouvrière [Workers’ Power (France)] 
FPÖ Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs [Freedom Party of Austria] 
FSU Fédération syndicale unitaire [Unitary Trade Union Federa-

tion (France)] 
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CHAPTER 1  

Introduction 

This book is the first comparative study of far-right strategies at the 
workplace level in Europe, examining not only the messaging strategies 
of far-right parties on labor issues but also the organizing strategies of 
right-wing to far-right trade unions and workplace groups as well as the 
response strategies of established trade unions in six countries: Belgium, 
France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, and Poland. In doing so, the book 
straddles the national and workplace levels of analysis, examining the 
extents to which far-right messaging and organizing strategies at both 
levels find demand-side resonance among workers in specific workplace 
contexts, with a focus on the automobile industry in the period from 
2010 to 2020. Based on a research project in cooperation with trade 
unions in the six countries, the book is grounded in a theory–practice 
dialogue with trade union actors that brings workers’ voices into the anal-
ysis by identifying challenges to trade union work from the far right based 
on the perception patterns of workers and trade unionists themselves. By 
linking the supply and demand sides of far-right interventions in labor 
relations and presenting a comparative classification of far-right strate-
gies and trade union counter-strategies, The Far Right in the Workplace 
constitutes a significant advance within the growing academic and media 
interest in the relationship between the far right and workers today. 

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2022 
S. Kim et al., The Far Right in the Workplace, 
Palgrave Studies in European Political Sociology, 
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This introductory chapter sets up the object of inquiry by taking stock 
of the 2010s as a decade that saw not only the electoral growth but 
also a gradual mainstreaming of far-right actors and politics in much of 
Europe, which is emphasized in the literature as a key feature of the 
“fourth wave” (e.g. Mudde, 2019).1 Against this background, this book 
examines the implications for the world of labor and directs particular 
attention to the manifold dimensions of far-right supply and demand, 
organizing attempts at the workplace level, demand-side receptiveness to 
these supply-side offers among workers in specific workplace contexts, and 
trade union responses. These dimensions are then introduced in turn in 
conjunction with the research questions and methodology underlying this 
study. Finally, the chapter closes with an overview of the structure of the 
book and of the eight chapters that follow. 

1.1 Taking Stock: The Far Right in the 2010s 

The decade of the 2010s has been noted by many observers for the 
growing electoral-parliamentary success and not least the mainstreaming 
of the far right throughout much of Europe. This mainstreaming thesis 
takes on a prominent role in numerous diagnoses of the far right 
today (e.g. Brown et al., 2021; Mondon & Winter, 2020; Mudde, 
2019; Pytlas, 2016; Wodak, 2021) and points to an increasing context-
dependent acceptance of far-right actors and politics in numerous 
countries: from specific far-reaching policy demands such as Brexit, 
refugee caps, or headscarf bans to government coalitions (e.g. Austria 
2017–2019, Estonia 2019–2021, Finland 2015–2019, Italy 2018–2019) 
or confidence-and-supply arrangements involving far-right parties (e.g. 
Denmark 2015–2019, Netherlands 2010–2012, United Kingdom 2017– 
2019). This also includes the transformation of mainstream conservative 
parties to those with increasingly radical right-wing tendencies—such as 
Fidesz in Hungary and Law and Justice (PiS) in Poland—as well as the 
electoral progression of parties that have remained on the far right and 
continue to be blocked from coalitions, such as the Vlaams Belang (VB)

1 Following Klaus van Beyme’s work, Mudde (2019) designates the first three waves of 
the postwar far right as neo-fascism (1945–1955, with the MSI in Italy being a paradig-
matic case), right-wing populism (1955–1980, e.g. Poujadism in France and other agrarian 
or small-business-based movements), and radical right (1980–2000, with the emergence 
or conversion of modern far-right parties such as Front National, Vlaams Blok, and FPÖ). 
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in Belgium and the Front National (FN) or Rassemblement National 
(RN) in France. In Germany, too, a far-right party is represented in federal 
parliament with the 2017 entry of the Alternative for Germany (AfD), 
a party that had initially emerged with an aura of professorial-bourgeois 
respectability before radicalizing in subsequent years. The far-reaching 
consequences of these developments, certainly different depending on 
the country, can hardly be underestimated: since 2010 and 2015, respec-
tively, Hungary and Poland have come to be considered the most severe 
cases of “democratic backsliding” in post-1989 Europe—something that 
was not least enabled in the Hungarian case by the longtime protection 
of Fidesz by its powerful partners within the European People’s Party 
(EPP). It is worth recalling that at the turn of the millennium—which is 
where Mudde (2019) situates the beginning of the “fourth wave”—there 
were outpourings of public shock at high-profile far-right breakthroughs 
such as the Austrian Freedom Party’s (FPÖ) entry into government in 
2000 or Jean-Marie Le Pen’s advancement to the second round of the 
2002 French presidential elections, triggering mass demonstrations in 
the respective countries with the active participation of civil society and, 
in the Austrian case, even short-lived bilateral sanctions by the EU-14 
governments against Austria. In the following decade, at least at first 
glance, there were no such responses of a comparable magnitude when 
it came to, for instance, the FPÖ’s return to government in 2017 or the 
new electoral high-water marks of the FN in the 2012 and 2017 presi-
dential elections. In this context, the question of the precise relationship 
between far-right political offers, the extent to which these offers find 
demand-side traction, and counter-responses within civil society is an 
increasingly pressing question that has been examined in the authors’ 
previous work in relation to German civil society (Schroeder et al., 2019, 
2020, 2022) and will be the subject of this book from a comparative 
perspective with a specific focus on the area of labor politics. How and to 
what extent processes of mainstreaming of the far right can be seen within 
the world of labor in the contexts analyzed here is an open question that 
will have to be addressed in context-specific fashion. 

The question of the implications of far-right electoral success for 
labor relations and trade unions is one that arises not least against the 
background of rightward tendencies within working-class electorates: 
in Germany, according to exit polls, about 19% of workers and 15% 
of trade union members voted for the AfD in the 2017 parliamen-
tary elections (compared to 12.6% of the overall electorate; Deutscher
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Gewerkschaftsbund, 2017), with the figures amounting to 16 and 12.2% 
in the 2021 elections, respectively (compared to 10.3% overall; Deutscher 
Gewerkschaftsbund, 2021). Here, a growing literature has emerged on 
the supply and demand sides of the extent of working-class voting for 
the far right (see Chapter 2). Our research combines this more estab-
lished interest in far-right parties’ policy offers on labor issues as well 
as demand-side voting patterns among workers on the one hand with 
particular attention to the workplace level as a locus of far-right inter-
ventions and workers’ potential receptiveness to them on the other. The 
workplace can be understood as a fundamentally “conflictual space” in 
which there is a constant tug-of-war between institutionalized “regula-
tion strategies” and attempts at politicizing the structural contradictions 
between employer and employee in different directions—including the 
far right (Schroeder et al., 2019, p. 186). This has been pointed out in 
examples ranging from interwar fascism (Ost, 2018) to the tradition of 
right-wing company unionism, such as in the French automobile industry 
(Loubet & Hatzfeld, 2002), or the more recent example of Zentrum 
Automobil as a workplace group with far-right roots within the German 
automobile industry (Schroeder et al., 2019). In addition, recent reports 
of far-right politicians staging leafleting actions in front of factory gates 
(see Chapter 2)—such as Tom Van Grieken at DAF Trucks in Westerlo, 
Marine Le Pen at PSA Sochaux, or Björn Höcke at Opel Eisenach— 
suggest, more than ever, the need to examine interventions by far-right 
party and workplace actors as well as the extent of their attractiveness 
among workers in workplace-specific contexts. An approach centered on 
semi-structured interviews with workers and trade union actors at the 
workplace level allows for a possibility to gauge the extent to which far-
right offers find demand-side traction in workplaces, as will be discussed 
in the following section. 

1.2 Research Questions and Methodology 

In light of these considerations, we now present our three-part research 
question as follows: (1) What are the messaging and organizing strate-
gies of far-right actors (political parties, trade unions, workplace groups) 
on labor issues at the national and workplace levels? (2) What are the 
response strategies of the largest trade unions? (3) How successful are these 
far-right strategies and trade union counter-strategies? We deploy here
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a broad understanding of “strategy” as encompassing patterns of situa-
tional actions and responses, even when these do not correspond to a 
systematically conceived design. 

The research keys in on six European countries—Belgium, France, 
Germany, Hungary, Italy, and Poland—with a focus on the automobile 
industry for the period from 2010 to 2020. The automobile sector consti-
tutes not only an important branch of industry in all six countries, but also 
one of the central arenas of industrial transformation in which a height-
ened conflict potential can be seen not least due to the generally high 
density of organized actors present. The decade of the 2010s was one 
characterized by electoral growth and mainstreaming of far-right parties 
in all six countries, for all the important differences and nuances among 
them (see Chapter 2). In this context, the question is not only how far-
right parties tailor their policy offers to labor electorates and possibly also 
address workplace-specific issues within the automobile industry, but also 
how far-right trade unions or workplace groups try to organize within 
workplaces and how established trade unions, in turn, respond to all these 
challenges. In addressing these multifaceted research questions, the aim 
is to develop a classificatory scheme that presents an initial mapping out 
of far-right strategies and trade union counter-strategies along the afore-
mentioned dimensions—a task to which the final, comparative chapter 
of the book is devoted. As an indicator of the success of these strategies 
and counter-strategies—and in the interest of linking supply and demand-
side aspects—the classifications in the comparative chapter incorporate the 
dimension of workplace salience of far-right policy profiles and interven-
tions as well as the relative coverage of far-right organizing strategies and 
trade union response formats. 

A hardly trivial task at the outset is that of deciding which actor cate-
gories qualify as “far-right” and fall within the scope of the analysis. 
Here, the growing gap between far-right “parties and politics” (Mudde, 
2017, p. 610) constitutes a key consideration: in other words, the poli-
tics of the far right has increasingly been taken up by parties that are not 
commonly thought of or referred to as “far-right” in public discourse 
and, indeed, have their roots in mainstream party politics (e.g. Fidesz 
and PiS). In this vein, Chapter 2 discusses a diverse range of parties in 
the six countries that can currently be said to engage in far-right politics. 
Within this wider field, each country analysis then focuses on far-right 
parties and workplace actors that were identified as challenges to trade 
union work in the interviews conducted with trade union actors, while
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also backing up each classification as “far-right” based on an analysis of 
constitutive dimensions of far-right politics such as nativism (domestic 
vs. foreign), nationalism (“the nation” vs. non-national Others), and/or 
authoritarianism (dismantling of institutional checks, rejection of non-
conformist or non-traditional lifestyles). The book is thus committed not 
only to context-specific analysis grounded in extensive case knowledge but 
also practices a distinctive form of theory–practice dialogue that is also 
based on cooperation with the largest trade union centers by membership 
according to available data (as of 2019) in the six countries: ACV/CSC in 
Belgium, CGT in France, DGB in Germany, MASZSZ in Hungary, CGIL 
in Italy, and OPZZ in Poland. As cooperation partners participating in the 
research project, each of these trade unions was asked for its input from 
the initial stages of research in providing preliminary suggestions about 
which far-right actors and workplace contexts to focus on. In the field 
work phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with trade union 
actors at the national and workplace levels, academic research experts, 
and in some cases also local politicians; the interview results were trian-
gulated with analyses of far-right communication materials on the one 
hand (mostly at the national level) as well as relevant secondary-literature 
studies and available survey data on working-class voting for the far right 
on the other (both at the national level) in order to develop an integrated 
understanding of each country-specific constellation based on different 
source types and levels. 

The centerpiece of each country analysis is a company case study 
within the automobile sector that examines the far-right strategies and 
trade union counter-strategies in the context of an automobile produc-
tion or parts supplier factory. The selection of each company site was 
made in close consultation with the trade union partners, corresponding 
to our underlying research interest in far-right actors and workplaces 
that are perceived by established trade union actors themselves as chal-
lenges to trade union work. The choice of company sites was made based 
on different forms of initially identifiable far-right presence—from trade 
unions and workplace groups to leafleting actions by far-right politi-
cians or positions of executive office at the local level held by the far 
right—with these initial considerations then being further examined and 
questioned in the field research. Within the framework of the theory– 
practice dialogue, the possibility was left open for other company sites 
to be visited and examined as supplementary case studies based on 
on-site suggestions from interviewees. In the end, six company case
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studies were conducted—DAF Trucks in Westerlo (Belgium), PSA in 
Trémery (France), Daimler in Stuttgart-Untertürkheim (Germany), ZF 
in Eger (Hungary), Lamborghini in Sant’Agata Bolognese (Italy), and 
FCA in Bielsko-Biała/Tychy (Poland)—in addition to supplementary case 
studies at Dunaferr in Dunaújváros (Hungary) as well as Schnellecke in 
Sant’Agata Bolognese and Berco in Copparo (Italy). 

As will be discussed in Chapter 2, the six-country case selection is 
designed to allow for a high level of variance in background conditions 
in order to map out a wide-ranging universe of outcomes, thus corre-
sponding to the “diverse-case method” with the goal of developing a 
classificatory scheme (Gerring, 2007). While all six countries under exam-
ination have seen the electoral growth and mainstreaming of the far right 
(especially in the decade of the 2010s), they provide a diverse mosaic 
in terms of (1) the ideological and organizational roots of current far-
right parties, from those issuing from neo-fascist movements (FN/RN, 
Jobbik) or separatist alliances (Lega, Vlaams Belang) to mainstream 
national-conservative parties (Fidesz, PiS); (2) the trade union landscapes, 
including the historical roots of the main trade unions themselves— 
from the historically Christian-democratic ACV/CSC to the previously 
communist CGT and CGIL or the formerly state-socialist MASZSZ and 
OPZZ—and the systems of industrial relations, from monistic to mixed to 
dual systems of labor representation; and the (3) initially identifiable forms 
of far-right presence in the company sites selected for the case studies. 
These dimensions are each discussed in turn in Chapter  2 and revisited in  
part in the comparative discussion in Chapter 9. 

1.3 Structure of the Book 

The book proceeds with a conceptual and methodological chapter 
featuring initial comparative considerations on background conditions 
in the six countries (Chapter 2), followed by the six-country chapters 
(Chapters 3–8) and, finally, a comparative chapter that develops a classi-
ficatory scheme of far-right strategies and trade union counter-strategies 
(Chapter 9). Chapter 2 provides conceptual considerations and clarifica-
tions on key terminology, including “workers” and “far right” as well as 
associated terms such as “radical” or “extreme right” and “right-wing 
populism.” This is followed in the same chapter by an overview of the 
methodology as well as differences in background conditions across the 
six countries, especially in relation to the far-right parties in the party
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systems, the trade union landscapes, and systems of industrial relations as 
well as the company sites chosen for the case studies. 

Chapters 3–8 consist of the six country studies, presented in alphabet-
ical order: Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, and Poland. Each 
country chapter follows the same basic structure, beginning with (1) a 
brief introduction of the problem constellation to be discussed in the 
chapter and (2) a brief overview of the trade union landscape and system 
of industrial relations, followed by (3) an analysis of far-right parties’ 
messaging strategies and interventions on labor issues, focusing here on 
the far-right parties highlighted as challenges to trade union work in the 
interviews. This is then followed by (4) an overview of the activity of trade 
unions and workplace groups for which our initial considerations suggest 
some kind of link to far-right politics, which may be questioned, revised, 
or discarded accordingly. What then follows is (5) the company case study 
for the selected automobile factory (followed by shorter, supplemen-
tary case studies if applicable), in which the previously outlined far-right 
messaging and organizing strategies are examined in depth in the work-
place context, followed by an examination of the response patterns of the 
established trade union at the national and workplace levels alike. While 
Section 3 of each chapter draws on macro-level data on working-class 
voting for far-right parties (to the extent available) in addition to our own 
analysis of far-right communication patterns in illuminating supply and 
demand-side aspects at the national level, the company case study draws 
on workplace level interviewees’ accounts of the extents of far-right pres-
ence as well as workers’ receptiveness to far-right offers—including rough 
ad hoc estimates of vote shares for far-right parties within the workforce— 
in order to examine the supply–demand dynamics in workplace-specific 
contexts. 

Chapter 9 is the centerpiece of the comparative analysis, bringing 
together the results of the country chapters to map out the various far-
right strategies and trade union counter-strategies across the six countries. 
Specifically, the chapter presents classifications of (1) far-right parties’ 
messaging strategies in terms of social-policy offers and industrial-policy 
interventions within the automobile sector, juxtaposed with workplace 
salience as an indicator of the demand-side resonance of these supply-
side offers in the workplaces under examination; (2) far-right workplace 
actors’ political positionings at the leadership level and organizing strate-
gies at the workplace level, juxtaposed with the relative coverage of
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the organizing strategies within the automobile sector; and, finally, (3) 
trade union response strategies in terms of response formats against the 
perceived influence of far-right messaging and interventions as well as 
internal response procedures against members seen to be engaging in far-
right agitation. On this basis, the chapter identifies three country clusters 
featuring a relative convergence of various patterns of far-right strategies 
and trade union counter-strategies: Belgium/France, Germany/Italy, and 
Hungary/Poland. The chapter and the book conclude with some final 
considerations on future developments, including ongoing challenges 
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic that fall outside the temporal 
scope of this work. 
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