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Abstract 

Several scholars suggest that religion is on the rise in party competition due to the upswing of 

radical right parties presenting themselves as defender of Christianity against a Muslim threat. 

The lack of comparative and longitudinal studies calls for a systematic investigation of 

parties’ religious references in order to know whether religion indeed is on the rise in party 

politics. Conducting a partially computer-based quantitative content analysis of 71 election 

manifestos in five countries since the 1980s, we provide empirical evidence that religion is 

recently gaining salience in party competition. The study reveals that we are experiencing the 

evolution of a new religious cleavage originating from the exclusion of Islam and resulting in 

an emphasis on Christian roots and values and in a strategic use of secular arguments by the 

radical right. The findings further suggest that mainstream parties responded to these religious 

discourses by incorporating religious elements in their own election manifestos.  
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Introduction 

In the last decades, radical right parties (RRP) increased their vote share in Western Europe 

and even entered national governments in some countries (Lewis et al., 2018). While most of 
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these political actors are characterised as populist – opposing a corrupt political elite with an 

honest and moral people – they are best described as nativist or sometimes ethnic nationalist 

in ideological terms (Mudde, 2007; Rydgren, 2017). Nativists divide society in native in-

groups and non-native out-groups based on national, ethnical, religious or cultural traits. 

Which groups are framed as natives and non-natives can change over time and differs 

between RRP of different world regions.  

Yet, while traditionally, immigrants and certain national groups have been excluded from 

the native society, the Western European radical right recently has started to attack new 

religiously framed out-groups. There is a common understanding that far right parties have 

“made a comprehensive political investment in Islamophobia, transforming it into an extreme 

obsessional prejudice at the heart of its discourses and political programs” (Kallis, 2018: 47). 

Moreover, several scholars argue that the focus on Islam as a new religious out-group resulted 

in the construction of new religiously framed native in-groups. On the one hand, the nativists’ 

preoccupation with Islam leads to the construction of a Christian in-group and references to a 

Christian civilizational identity (Brubaker, 2017; Forlenza, 2019; Roy, 2016a). On the other 

hand, RRP are expected to highlight their secular stances due to their concern “about the 

public visibility of Muslim symbols and practices” (Brubaker, 2017: 1198). Islam is accused 

of not being secular enough for being part of the secular Western world (Bader, 2007: 47). 

Thus, according to academics, religious dimensions in party competition are gaining 

relevance due to the rise of RRP and their use of discourses about Islam, Christianity and 

secularism: “Religion is on the rise again” Minkenberg (2018: 366). 

This observation indicates the emergence of a new religious cleavage in party politics. 

Originally, party systems in Western Europe were characterised – among others – by the 

traditional cleavage between church and state leading to the establishment of anti-clerical and 

liberal parties attempting to reduce the influence of the church on the one side and parties 

defending the role and privileges of the church on the other (Knutsen, 2004; Lipset and 

Rokkan, 1967). The assumption about the rise of religion in party politics mostly addresses a 

different dimension of party communication, namely references to religious in- and out-

groups.  

Yet, despite the widespread assumption that the radical right increasingly refers to such 

groups, there is little empirical evidence in terms of systematic comparative and longitudinal 
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analyses so far. This study attempts to partially fill this research gap. We measure religious 

references of radical right and mainstream parties over time in five different Western 

European countries conducting content analyses of 71 election manifestos. We assess whether 

religious communication regarding references to secularism, Christianity and Islam increased 

since the 1980s and particular since the turn of the century among radical right, centre-left and 

centre-right parties in France, the United Kingdom, Austria, Switzerland and Italy.  

 

Nativism and religion 

Religious cleavages characterised European party systems for a long time. The original 

religious conflict in European societies goes back to the Protestant Reformation, which caused 

tensions between Protestants and Catholics (Knutsen, 2004; Lipset and Rokkan, 1967). The 

French Revolution renewed religious conflicts, but in a different dimension. Religious forces 

– Protestants and Catholics – now mobilised against liberal and secular efforts to reduce the 

influence of the church on the state. Not only in France but throughout Europe “Conflicts over 

church and state control, the legislation of mandatory state education, and disestablishment of 

state religion” emerged (Knutsen, 2004: 98; see also: Lipset and Rokkan, 1967: 15). These 

conflicts were often intense – as for example in Germany and Switzerland – and led to the 

formation of new parties in the early 20th century defending catholic or Christian interests 

(Knutsen, 2004). The religious cleavage remained salient in post-war Europe, however, 

mostly for individuals and as a factor influencing party cohesion (Ozzano, 2019: 67). For 

party communication and campaigning, religious issues hardly played a role (Knutsen 2004, 

99). Talking about Christian Democratic Parties, Kalyvas and Van Kersbergen (2010: 188) 

point out that “vague formulations such as ‘religious inspiration’ or ‘values of Christian 

civilization’ are today the sole references to religion in the official discourse”. At present, 

however, “the Islam's arrival” in Europe reopens debates about politics and religion (Cesari, 

2011: 38), this time mostly due to RRP’s references to religious in- and out-groups, which 

further provoke new “radical” secular discourses (Moodod, 2010) 

Notwithstanding, Western European RRP – and in particular those focused on in this 

article (French National Rally, Freedom Party of Austria, Swiss People’s Party, United 

Kingdom Independence Party and the Northern League) – did not emphasise a religious 

agenda from their beginning (Minkenberg, 2018: 377). Some of these parties – such as the 
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National Rally – have actually been influenced by “paganist ideas and symbols” (Brubaker, 

2017: 1198) or are even described as anti-clerical at the beginning like the Freedom Party of 

Austria (Rosenberger and Hadj-Abdou, 2013). 

The fact that these parties refer to religious elements in their discourses can be explained 

by their nativist ideology, which separates society in native in- and non-native out-groups 

(Schwörer and Romero-Vidal, 2020). Mudde (2007: 19) defines nativism as an ideology 

“which holds that states should be inhabited exclusively by members of the native group (‘the 

nation’) and that non-native elements (persons and ideas) are fundamentally threatening to the 

homogenous nation-state.”1 Nativist parties oppose “insiders and outsiders”, “‘people like us’, 

those who share our way of life, and those on the outside who are said to threaten our way of 

life” (Brubaker, 2017: 1192). Yet, nativism is a flexible ideology and in- as well as outgroups 

are framed differently in the course of time – depending on who or what is perceived as a 

foreign threat and who or what needs to be protected. In this sense, it is argued that “nativism 

can, on occasion, lead to a defence of the West, Europe, Christianity (or sometimes the Judeo-

Christian tradition), humanism, or secular values” (Bar-on, 2018: 25). Several scholars argue 

that Islam and Muslims are framed as new religious out-groups particularly since the 

September 11 attacks, which triggered fear about the supposed foreign and unfamiliar Islamic 

religion (Bleich, 2009; Kallis, 2018). Cesari (2011: 21), for example, points out that “modern 

and secular anti-Islamic discourse and practice” is “intensifying after 9/11”. Further jihadist 

attacks in Europe – among others in London in July 2005, Paris in January and November 

2015, Berlin in February 2017 or London in June 2017 – have increased public fear about 

Muslims and Islam as well as discourses about them lead by the radical right (Kaya and 

Tecmen, 2019). Likewise, further European domestic factors might have put Islam at the 

centre of the radical right’s agenda: for example, the EU’s accession negotiations with Turkey 

– depicted as an Islamic country by the radical right (Rosenberger and Hadj-Abdou, 2013) –

starting in 2005 as well as the so called “refugee crisis” from 2015 (Osiewicz, 2017) and 

growing migratory flows from Muslim countries in the 2010’s. Because Muslims in Europe 

often have an immigration background, Islamophobia tends to overlap with anti-immigration 

discourses (Cesari, 2011). 

Almost simultaneously, Christians or the supposed Christian identity and values of the 

West – which need to be protected against the ‘aggressive Islamic invasion’ – are thought to 
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become a new religiously framed in-group. Forlenza (2019: 135) for example assumes that 

“references to religion and to the defence of Europe as a Christian civilisation have become 

increasingly central in the narrative of European right-wing populism in the last 10–15 years, 

and more evidently in the last few years.” Yet, it is important to emphasise that Christian 

references of RRP are “a precipitate of their civilizational preoccupation with Islam” 

(Brubaker, 2017: 1200) and do not derive from a religious background of these actors. The 

radical right appeals to Christian and European values “as a means to justify even more 

restrictive measures to the detriment of [Muslim] immigrants” (Rosenberger and Hadj-Abdou, 

2013: 160). 

The same is true for pro-secular messages adopted by the radical right in recent years, 

which are “driven by the preoccupation with Islam” (Brubaker, 2017: 1201) and not triggered 

by the original liberal concern about the church’s influence on society and the state. While 

anti-clerical movements traditionally mobilised against the power of the church, secular 

arguments from the radical right build on a slightly different logic. Despite the fact that Islam 

and Muslim communities have little institutional and political power in Western Europe, the 

radical right increasingly portrays Islam as a threat to secular society and liberal values while 

taking the major influence of the Christian church out of sight. The main accusation in this 

regard is “that Islam knows of no ‘separation between State and Church’” (Bader, 2007: 47) 

while Christianity is seen as a cause for the secular nature of societies rather than as an 

obstacle: “If ‘they’ are religious (in suspect ways) because they are Muslim, ‘we’ are secular 

because we are (post-) Christian” (Brubaker, 2017: 1200).  

It is important to stress that religious references of the radical right derive from the nativist 

ideology and not from a populist orientation. It seems to become academically fashionable to 

link different political phenomena to populism. In many cases, this appears reasonable but 

regarding religious discourses, this is rather misleading. Different scholars talk about 

“populism and religion” and explain religious discourses of the radical right – explicitly or 

implicitly – by their alleged populist nature (Arato and Cohen, 2017; DeHanas and Shterin, 

2018; Forlenza, 2019; Zúquete, 2017). We argue that populism – defined as a thin ideology 

(Mudde 2004) – has nothing to do with ‘religious’ references. Populism divides society solely 

in a vertical dimension juxtaposing the political elite with the people. The exclusion of 

Muslims as a religious out-group – which provides the discursive fundament for pro-Christian 
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and secular statements – is due to the nativist ideology of the far-right, which creates in- and 

out-groups in a horizontal dimension (Mudde, 2007).   

But what do we know empirically about religious communication in party politics? So far, 

there are few longitudinal studies addressing the question if religious communication is on the 

rise in Western European party systems. Mattes (2018) measures references to Islam and 

Muslims within parliamentary debates in Austria, Switzerland and Germany between 1993 

and 2013 stating that Islam became an issue only some years after 9/11. Yet, while focusing 

on messages directed towards Islam she does not measure references to secularism or 

Christianity. The latter is done by a recent comparative study, which analyses Facebook posts 

and election manifestos of political parties in seven Western European countries (Schwörer 

and Romero-Vidal, 2020). Conducting a quantitative content analysis, the authors find that 

RRP indeed refer more often to Islam (negative) and to Christianity (positive) than any other 

party type, although pro-Christian messages hardly occur in RRP’s discourses. While this 

study provides a first methodological approach for measures of religious communication and 

an examination of the salience of pro-Christian and anti-Muslim messages it does not assess 

how these discourses develop over time. The same is true for case studies or research with a 

smaller n (Martino and Papastathis, 2018; Roy, 2016b; Schwörer, 2018). 

 

Hypotheses 

For several scholars, the September 11 terrorist attacks mark a symbolic turning point for the 

Western European radical right (Brubaker, 2017; Forlenza, 2019; Kallis, 2018). 9/11 did not 

only affect domestic politics of the United States but in contrast to previous Islamist attacks – 

such as the 1995 series of attacks in France – created a global atmosphere of fear or speaking 

with Kallis (2018: 43), “an atmosphere of heightened insecurity” and an opportunity for the 

radical right to point “to an allegedly transnational, indeed global enemy.” Yet, Mattes (2018) 

argues that Islam was not immediately declared the most important enemy after 9/11, stressing 

that we should not overemphasise the meaning of this terrorist event. Nevertheless, even her 

data shows that Islam was no relevant issue in parliamentary debates before 9/11 but only 

some years afterwards. Certain factors favouring Islamophobic moods increased steadily in 

the years after the ‘initial event’ of 9/11. Bleich (2009) as well as Kaya and Tecmen (2019) 
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identify further terrorist attacks conducted by Islamic terrorists in the subsequent years as 

trigger for the radical right’s anti-Muslim discourses. Additionally, the accession negotiations 

with Turkey, which started in 2005, and increasing numbers of Muslim immigrants – reaching 

their peak during the ‘refugee crisis’ in 2015 – provided further discursive opportunities for 

anti-Islam messages (Osiewicz, 2017; Rosenberger and Hadj-Abdou, 2013; 

Vasilopoulougoop, 2011).” Due to these events, which created an increasingly fertile 

foundation for Islamophobic discourses, we assume that anti-Muslim communication by RRP 

increases linearly – albeit not immediately – after 9/11. The same should be true for pro-

Christianity discourses, which are considered a precipitate of the far-right’s rejection of Islam 

(Brubaker 2017; Schwörer and Romero-Vidal 2020). Thus, the net evaluation of Islam 

(positive – negative references) should become increasingly negative while the net evaluation 

of Christianity is expected to develop in a positive direction.  

H1a: Anti-Islam messages increase linearly in the 21st century among RRP. 

H1b: Pro-Christian messages increase linearly in the 21st century among RRP. 

In addition, we expect that mainstream parties are affected by anti-Muslim messages from 

the radical right as well. Besides spatial approaches assuming that political parties are 

responsive to policy shifts of ideologically related rival parties (Adams, 2012; Adams and 

Somer-Topcu, 2009; Budge, 1994), literature on the framing of Islam provide further 

arguments in this respect. Analysing the portrayal of Muslims in parliamentary debates, 

Mattes (2018, 197) found “a great variation in the overall emphasis on security, which is 

much stronger in the countries with right-wing parties that frequently bring up security issues 

in immigrant integration policy debates and relate them to the category ‘Muslim’”. In a 

similar vein, Han (2015, 567) found that “RMPs [right mainstream parties] shift to a more 

restrictive position on multiculturalism as long as the salience of the issue increases or RRP 

grow”. Hence, we expect that centre-right mainstream parties – which are ideologically closer 

to the far-right than the centre-left – are ‘contaminated’ by anti-Islam and pro-Christian 

messages from RRP. Accordingly, the second hypothesis is as follows: 

H2: Centre-right parties adopt pro-Christian and anti-Muslim messages when they are 

becoming salient within RRP’s communication. 
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However, since we do not control for other variables (e.g. levels of non-Christian 

immigration; shifts in public opinion), we cannot identify clear causal relations in this respect. 

Yet, the descriptive results will at least provide first arguments for or against the contagion 

thesis on which future analyses can build on.  

But what can be expected regarding secular messages? As mentioned in the previous 

section, the radical right supports secularism in order to exclude Islam. Cesari (2011: 21) 

claims that a “secular anti-Islamic discourse” intensified after the 9/11 attacks (see also: 

Brubaker 2017). However, some RRP also refer to anti-secular arguments arguing that 

Christian values should be present in public life. Schwörer (2018), for example, identified 

rather anti-secular discourses within political texts of the Italian Northern League rejecting 

“gender ideology” due to its supposed incompatibility with Christian values. Similar 

observations have been made for other RRP such as the Spanish Vox (Schwörer et al, 2020). 

Yet, following a rather paradoxical argumentation (Pickel, 2013), the same parties criticise 

Islam of not accepting secular values in order to justify its exclusion from the native society. 

Thus, we do not think that the net-evaluation of secularism is becoming linearly more 

positive. What we expect is that pro- as well as anti-secular messages are increasingly used 

by the radical right in the 21st century due to the discovery of Muslim out- and Christian in-

groups. 

H3. The saliency of secular messages from RRP (pro as well as anti-secular statements) 

increases linearly in the 21st century. 

Last, there might be a further dimension not explicitly mentioned by some scholars 

(Brubaker 2017; Minkenberg 2018). We argue that the rejection of peaceful Islam implies a 

critical stance towards the principle of religious freedom, which is guaranteed by law in 

Western European countries. The rejection of minarets for example – a common stance of the 

Western radical right – has “very little to do with religious freedom” (Kallis, 2018: 50). In his 

chapter about the radical right and Islamophobia, Kallis (2018: 49ff) describes the starting 

points for radical right discourses rejecting religious symbols and diversity in countries such 

as Austria, Switzerland and Italy. All the examples he mentions fall in the 21st century. As 

mentioned above, religious and cultural diversity is rejected by right-wing radicals because of 

their nativist ideology (Mudde 2004), which sees the foreign as a threat to the own nation. 

The foreign might not only be Islam but also other religious minorities. Yet, since Islam 
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became the most relevant out-group, we assume that sceptical discourses about diversity and 

religious freedom grow linearly in the 21st century. 

H4: Messages questioning religious diversity and freedom increase linearly among RRP in 

the 21st century. 

 

Research design and method 

In order to answer the question whether religious messages gained salience in party politics, 

we focus on Western European party systems where references to Christian in- and Muslim 

out-groups as well as references to secularism are mostly expected (Brubaker, 2017; 

Minkenberg 2018). Moreover, our content-analytical approach requires a good knowledge of 

the languages in which the texts are produced. This is why we do not include countries from 

Scandinavia into the case selection. The longitudinal design further requires party systems 

where RRP existed before the 2000s. In order to select them, we rely on the specialised 

literature on the topic. To ensure that the selected parties present the main characteristic of the 

radical right, namely nativism, we reviewed their positions on immigration, nationalism and 

their overall left-right positions referring to data from the Chapel Hill Expert survey. As 

shown in the appendix (A1), this is the case for the French National Rally (RN) – formerly 

known as National Front – the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ), the Swiss People’s Party 

(SVP), the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) and the Italian League – formerly 

known as Northern League (LN). RN and FPÖ are considered the prototype cases of the 

populist radical right (Mudde, 2007). Regarding the latter, the populist radical right takeover 

took place in 1986, when Haider was elected as the leader of the party (Mudde, 2007). The 

SVP started as a rural conservative centre-right party and became a radicalised political actor 

in the 1990s, putting great emphasis on immigration and the question of Swiss identity under 

the guidance of Christoph Blocher (Mazzoleni and Skenderovic, 2007). The characterisation 

of UKIP – officially founded in 1993 – as RRP is more contested within academia. The 

seminal work of Cas Mudde (2007) did not classified it as RRP. However, other authors argue 

that “UKIP can and should be understood as falling within the European populist radical 

right” (Hayton, 2016: 402). Also Rooduijn et al. (2019) and the Chapel Hill Expert Survey 

describe UKIP – as well as the RN, FPÖ and SVP – as a party from the radical right (A1). 

Moreover, the UKIP’s right-wing orientation can hardly be considered a novelty: Still before 
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its electoral breakthrough, it “has put a particularly strong emphasis on its opposition to 

immigration, multiculturalism and Islam” (Ford, Goodwin and Cutts, 2012: 209). The 

Northern League emerged from various autonomist movements in 1991 during the collapse of 

the Italian party system. While scholars agree that the party can be characterised as nativist 

since Salvini took over the party (Albertazzi, Giovannini and Seddone, 2017, A1), Mudde is 

sceptical about Bossi’s nativist orientation (2007: 56) but still claims that the LN under Bossi 

is too similar to be excluded from the RRP family. Also Bulli and Tronconi (2011, 53) argue, 

that the LN rejected immigration from non-European countries in its autonomist phase.  

We examine religiously framed discourses focusing on national election manifestos of 

radical right and centre-left as well as centre-right parties in France, the United Kingdom, 

Austria, Switzerland and Italy. Party manifestos are considered as comparable statements of 

parties offering a univocal agenda (Hansen, 2008; Manucci and Weber, 2017). We collect the 

manifestos from the “Manifesto Project”2 and – if programs were not available – from “The 

Political Documents Archive”3. In order to know how religious references developed in the 

last decades and whether the turn of the century represents a turning point for the radical right, 

we select one election period in the (late) 1980s, one from the 1990s and three elections after 

9/11. Focusing on three periods in the 21st century allows to observe whether religious 

references increase linearly or rather randomly. In total, we analyse 71 election manifestos 

(Appendix 2).   

The manifestos were analysed using a combination of computer-based and classical 

quantitative content analysis (Rooduijn and Pauwels, 2011) selecting the single sentence as 

unit of measurement. In a first step, we created a comprehensive dictionary including 

keywords that might refer to Christianity, Islam, secularism or religion in general. We built on 

existing dictionaries in this regard (Schwörer and Romero-Vidal, 2020) and included further 

terms based on theoretical reflections and preliminary tests (Appendix 3). After running the 

analysis, we manually analysed every sentence in which a keyword from the dictionary 

appeared in order to trace its concrete meaning. In sum, we assess whether Islam/Muslims, 

Christianity/Christians, secularism and religious freedom/diversity is portrayed in a positive 

or negative way (for more details on how we operationalise the religious dimensions see 

Appendix 4).4  
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For the sake of inter-coder reliability, we calculated Cohen’s Kappa. Therefore, the British 

election manifestos – which were coded by the second author – were coded by author one 

according to the same codebook and categories. Table 1 mentions the coefficients for Cohen’s 

Kappa for all relevant categories. In order to assess the inter-coder consistency, all coded 

sentences of a respective category in British manifestos were coded by author one as well as 

the same amount of sentences (random sampling) which contain a religious keyword but 

which were not coded according to the respective category. Few categories hardly occur in the 

text (e.g. pro Christianity) and respective indices should not be overemphasised. Yet, since 

Cohen’s Kappa is always above 0.8 and mostly statistically significant, inter-coder reliability 

can be seen as almost perfectly consistent (Landis and Koch, 1977). 

 

Table 1 Inter-coder reliability scores according to Cohen’s Kappa. 

Category Operationalisation Cohen’s Kappa 

Pro Christianity  Attribution of positive actions, behaviour/positive 

characteristics, values;  Actor is made responsible for a 

positive development or situation 

Religion/religious group is portrayed as victim; unfairly or 

badly treated 

Speaker is in favour of supporting religion/religious group or 

illustrates the religion’s importance 

Speaker claims to belong to religion/religious group, to know 

its need or to act in its interest 

1.000 (n=8) 

Pro Islam  See above 1.000* (n=6) 

Against radical 

Islam 

Attribution of negative actions, behaviour/negative 

characteristics, values; actor is made responsible for a negative 

development or situation 

Religious group is portrayed as preferentially treated; too 

powerful 

Denying rights or privileges and questions positive 

contributions of a religious group and its belonging to society 

Describing alleged consequences of accepting religious groups, 

such as terror, lack of security or negative financial situations 

1.000*** (n=32) 

Against moderate 

Islam 

See above 0.857***(n=14) 

Pro secularism Supporting secular principles/against the implementation of 

religious principles in treaties, law, public institutions 

 

0.867***(n=30) 

Against 

secularism 

Against supporting secular principles/in favour of the 

implementation of religious principles in treaties, law, public 
1.000** (n=8) 
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institutions 

Pro religious 

freedom/diversity 

Supporting religious diversity; accepting single religions; 

speaks out against groups or regimes not accepting freedom of 

religion 

Supporting groups which are explicitly named ‘religious/faith 

minorities’ 

Defending explicitly freedom of religion 

0.917*** (n=24) 

Against religious 

freedom/diversity 

Openly rejecting the coexistence of different religious groups 

or the principle of freedom of religion 

Arguing that certain behaviours or norms are not covered by 

freedom of religion 

Criticising a (non-radical) religions’ practices, privileges, 

rights or symbols; emphasising that religions should behave 

according to native values and law (or that religions should be 

controlled); demanding less tolerance towards (moderate) 

religious groups; opposing native values with those from 

religious groups 

0.857*** (n=28) 

Note: ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.  

 

Analysis 

First, we start with the salience of religious references in general. Figure 1 illustrates the 

percentage of religious references – be it references to Islam, Christianity, secularism or any 

other religious dimension – in Western European parties’ manifestos between 1986 and 2018. 

Before 2002-2005, religion is not a salient issue for any of the three mentioned party families. 

Only since 2007-2010 the amount of religious elements increases significantly among RRP’s 

manifestos (until reaching 2.9% on average in 2015-2018; SD = 1.37) and since 2015-2018 in 

centre-right parties’ programs (1.94% on average; SD = 2.72)5. Centre-left parties only 

slightly increase the amount of religious messages after 9/11 (0.15% on average in 2015-

2018; SD = 0.2). In sum, the results suggest that religion has indeed become a more salient 

issue after the turn of the century, especially among the radical and to a lower extent among 

the centre-right. Yet, religious references do not increase immediately after 9/11, but only 

some years later (starting from 2007). Appendix 5 provides findings for the single parties of 

each party family and suggests that – despite a considerable standard deviation – the trend can 

be observed among all countries under examination. 
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Figure 1. Religious references in Western European parties’ manifestos. 

Moving on to Hypothesis 1a – the radical right becomes increasingly hostile towards Islam 

in its election manifestos after the turn of the century – Figure 2 shows the net evaluation of 

Islam among RRP over time. It should be noted that these percentages include all kind of 

mentions of Islam also the rejection of fundamentalist Islam. Yet, regarding the net evaluation 

of moderate Islam the trend is very similar with the exception of the RN (see Appendix 6).6 

The analysis reveals that the far-right’s anti-Islam messages increase linearly since the 

beginning of the 21st century supporting hypothesis 1a. There are no negative references to 

Islam in election manifestos from the 1980s and 1990s. Interestingly, most RRP introduce 

negative references to Islam not immediately after 9/11 but rather in the period 2007-2010 

and more frequently in 2015-2018. Only the French National Front under Jean-Marie Le Pen 

already rejected Islam in 2002 (but less so in 2007). As Bowe (2009) points out, debates about 

Islam started early in France and Islamist terrorist attacks threatened the country already in 

the mid-1990s, which could explain why the French radical right adopted negative references 

to Muslims particularly early. Between 2007 and 2010 the Austrian BZÖ displays the most 

negative score towards Islam (-3.13). The Austrian results are in line with the argument made 

by Rosenberger and Hadj-Abdou (2013) that Islam became a dominant issue for the Austrian 

radical right only after 2005, when parts of the FPÖ left the party founding the BZÖ and the 

radical right went back into opposition. This period also includes the manifestos for the first 
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elections held after the Islamist attacks in London in July 20057 as well as the start of 

negotiations for Turkey’s accession to the EU offering further discursive opportunities for 

anti-Islam campaigns. Yet, after 2010, negative references to Islam rise even more 

significantly in RRP’s manifestos (-1.7 on average; SD = 0.93). Among all RRP it is the RN 

increasing its share of negative references to Islam and Muslims in the most considerable way 

(-3.28 in 2017). This might partially be due to the terrorist attacks France experienced 

between 2015 and 2016 shortly before the respective elections. Likewise, the values obtained 

in the latest manifestos might reflect the perceived threat of the so-called refugee crises and 

the growing flows of immigration from Muslim countries. Appendix 7 illustrates the results 

for the single countries. 

 

Figure 2. Net evaluation of Islam in RRP’s manifestos. 

While we found clear support that the radical right linearly increases its anti-Islam 

messages since the turn of the millennium, we cannot clearly confirm that for pro-Christian 

messages (H1b). Figure 3 shows the development of Christianity’s net evaluation over time. 

First, it seems to be true that parties are more prone to evaluate Christianity in a positive way 

in the 21st century. Before 2001, only the SVP shows a slightly positive net evaluation 

towards Christianity (0.12 in 1999). While RN and UKIP do not use any type of Christian 

messages prior to the 2000s, the FPÖ even evaluates Christianity in a rather negative way in 
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1994 (-0.27). After the turn of the century, all parties from the far-right evaluate Christianity 

in a rather positive way at least in one of their manifestos. RN is doing to in 2002, UKIP in 

2010, LN in 2008 and SVP (2015) and FPÖ (2017) in the 2015-2018 period. However, we do 

not find a linear cross-national trend in recent years. The far-right in Austria and Switzerland 

implement pro-Christian messages in their current manifestos while RN in France and UKIP 

stopped using such references recently. Accordingly, the amount and relevance of pro-

Christian messages might depend on more country-specific factors. Especially the SVP in 

Switzerland strongly emphasises pro-Christian discourses. However, compared to the salience 

of anti-Islam messages illustrated in Figure 1, references to Christianity do not seem to be a 

very important discursive element of the radical-right what might explain their sporadic use. 

The scores for pro-Christian messages are much lower than for anti-Islam statements (again, 

except the SVP). Appendix 8 shows the findings for the single countries. 

 

Figure 3. Net evaluation of Christianity in RRP’s manifestos. 

Figure 4 illustrates the net evaluations of Islam and Christianity of RRP and centre-right 

parties. We find some support for hypothesis 2, although only partially: Centre-right parties 

adopt anti-Muslim and pro-Christian messages when they are becoming salient within RRP’s 

communication. Indeed, all centre-right parties of the sample, with the exception of the CVP 

and FI (in the case of the FI the 2018 manifesto only counts 86 sentences), include negative 
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references to Islam in 2015-2018 (M = -1.17; SD = 1.28). Yet, the centre-right does not adopt 

anti-Islam messages in 2007-2010. Especially in Austria this is surprising and not totally in 

line with our hypothesis: In 2008, the BZÖ – and to a lower extent also the FPÖ – emphasised 

negative aspects of Islam to a very considerable extent but we did not find any negative 

reference towards Islam in centre-right’s manifestos until 2017 (Appendix 7). Hence, pressure 

from the radical right might not be a sufficient incentive for all centre-right parties and the 

fact that the latter adopt anti-Islam messages after 2015 could also be explained by the influx 

of Muslim immigrants during the so called ‘refugee crisis’. Regarding a supposed contagion 

effect of pro-Christianity messages, we are confronted with even less conclusive results given 

the low number of references found in centre-right parties’ manifestos. Nevertheless, at least 

the Austrian and Swiss centre-right – and to a lower extent the British Conservatives – adopt 

pro-Christian messages in the 2015-2018 period. Regarding the ÖVP and Conservatives, these 

discourses are accompanied by negative references to Islam, suggesting that also the centre-

right’s communication partly follows an in- and outgroup logic. At this point, we argue that 

the centre-right’s references to Christianity strongly depend on country specific factors. 

Within our sample of centre-right parties, the Christian Democratic ÖVP and CVP are mostly 

the only ones referring to Christianity. The existence of Christian Democratic parties (and 

their references to Christianity) is a result of the traditional religious cleavage that has been 

particularly intense in countries such as Switzerland, Austria and Germany (Knutsen, 2004: 

98). To strengthen the assumption that country specific cleavage structures and resulting 

Christian parties account for pro-Christianity discourses, we further coded manifestos from 

German parties – including the Christian Democratic Union parties – revealing a strong focus 

on pro-Christian messages (Appendix 8).  
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Figure 4. Net evaluations of Islam and Christianity in RRP’s and centre-right parties’ 

manifestos. 

We proceed with hypothesis 3. According to academics, RRP increasingly refer to pro-

secular discourses in order to exclude Islam from secular Europe or adopt rather anti-secular 

messages in order to emphasise Christian values. Accordingly, we think that secularism as an 

issue is linearly gaining salience after the turn of the century but that there is no consistent 

trend of evaluating it in a positive or negative way. Figure 5 illustrates the salience of secular 

messages in RRP’s manifestos regardless of the type of evaluation. The analysis reveals a 

mostly linear trend: SVP, RN, UKIP and LN increase secular discourses between 2007 and 

2018. Accordingly, hypothesis 3 can rather be confirmed – only the FPÖ does not use secular 

references in 2015-2018. Additionally, Figure 6 illustrates how secularism is evaluated by the 

far-right suggesting that most mentions are positive ones. Especially the French RN evaluates 

secularism in a very positive way, which can be explained by the strong role of the French 

‘laïcité’ within the constitution order and in actual political life leading parties to avoid 

religious discourses (Müller 2003). Only among the SVP, a slightly negative discourse 

dominates (except in 2010) what can be explained by its strong emphasis on positive 

references to Christianity (e.g. 1.47 in 2015).  
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Figure 5. Salience of pro and anti-secular messages in RRP’s manifestos. 

 

 

Figure 6. Net evaluation of secularism in RRP’s manifestos. 
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between pro-Christian messages and negative discourses about secularism? Figures 7 and 8 

provide support for these assumptions illustrating respective data for each manifesto under 

examination. They show a statistically significant correlation between anti-Islam messages 

and pro-secular discourses in election manifestos (r = .732; p < 0.001) while positive 

evaluations of Christianity are strongly correlated with negative positions towards secularism 

(r = .845; p < 0.001). The same is also true if we only consider RRP’s manifestos (Islam vs. 

secularism: r = .644; p < 0.001; Christianity vs. secularism: r = .897; p < 0.001). 

 

Figure 7. Correlation between anti-Islam statements and pro-secularism in party manifestos. 
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Figure 8. Correlation between pro-Christian statements and anti-secularism in party 

manifestos. 

While we can confirm assumptions about anti-Islam and secular discourses of the radical 

right (but only partially about pro-Christianity messages), we now move on with the last 

hypothesis (4). Figure 9 illustrates how religious freedom is evaluated over time by the radical 

right and reveals that – with the exception of the French RN – RRP reject it especially since 

2007. Yet, while Islam is becoming steadily more negatively evaluated in the 2000s, such a 

linear trend cannot be observed here. Hence, we cannot fully confirm Hypothesis 4. The 

findings further suggest a link between anti-Islam and anti-religious freedom discourses. In 

the 20th century, when Muslims are no target of the far-right’s rhetorical attacks, religious 

diversity is not questioned. Only those manifestos with a negative net-evaluation of Islam 

criticise religious diversity and the principle of religious freedom. This is true for nearly all 

manifestos after the turn of the century (only RN’s manifestos from 2007 and 2017 – which 

criticise radical but not moderate Islam – do not question religious freedom).  
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Figure 9. Net evaluation of freedom of religion in RRP’s manifestos. 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

Several scholars claim that religion is on the rise in party politics. RRP are expected to refer 

increasingly to religiously framed in- (Christians) and outgroups (Muslims) in the 21st 

century. Moreover, it is argued that the far-right refers to secular arguments in order to 

exclude ‘non-secularised’ Islam from Western societies and questions religious freedom and 

diversity. In this respect, we provided a first comparative and longitudinal analysis of 

religious dimensions in party manifestos. The findings of our quantitative content analysis 

mostly support the assumptions from the academic literature. Recently – between 2007 and 

2018 – the radical right is increasingly engaged in anti-Islam and pro-Christian discourses, 

which also means that 9/11 did not affect radical right’s discourses immediately. Yet, 

excluding Muslims seems to be a much more salient communicative content for the radical 

right than praising Christianity. Moreover, the negative evaluations of Muslims increase 

steadily and linearly within the first two decades of the 21st century while pro-Christian 

discourses do not follow a clear linear trend. RRP further include discourses about secularism 

much more often – again, not immediately after 9/11 but rather since 2007. They mostly 

support secular arguments which, however, seem to derive from their anti-Islam orientation: 

Pro-secular messages are mostly accompanied by discourses against Muslims. Thus, in 
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accordance with Brubaker (2017), we argue that the religious dimensions addressed by the 

radical right derive from its anti-Islam orientation. Anti-Islam messages lead to positive 

references to secularism and Christianity. Yet, positive references to Christianity seem to 

produce rather negative framings of secularism, for example, when Christian values are 

praised and portrayed as guidelines for public life and political agendas. In this regard, the 

radical right refers to a “remarkable mixing argument” (Pickel, 2013) and uses secular 

arguments as a tool to exclude religious out-groups but rejects secularism in order to appeal to 

religiously framed in-groups. In addition, besides anti-Islam, pro-secular and pro-Christian 

messages, we found that critical statements towards the principle of religious freedom and 

diversity increase after the turn of the century. In this respect, we further assume a link 

between anti-Islam and anti-religious freedom discourses: Religious freedom and diversity is 

only criticised in those manifestos, which also reject Islam. Figure 10 illustrates the assumed 

origin of radical right’s ‘religious’ communication.   

 

 

Figure 10. Origins of radical right parties’ religious discourses. 

Note: Arrows symbolise the origin of religious references from left to right (e.g., pro secular messages derive 

from the anti-Islam orientation). Decreasing darkness of the gradient represents a decline in the salience.  

What are the consequences of these discourses? Our study further illustrated that not only 

the radical right, but also centre-right mainstream parties increasingly criticise radical Islam in 

the new millennium and refer slightly more often to Christianity as a native in-group. 

However, we do not think that this occurred only due to pressure from the radical right, but 
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also due to the ‘refugee crisis’ (and shifts in public opinion) since the centre-right adopts anti-

Islam messages mostly since 2015. Additionally, only few mainstream parties attack 

moderate Islam but mostly the fundamentalist branch. Notwithstanding, if the far-right 

remains electorally successful framing religious groups as non-native others, a rejection of 

moderate Islam could also play a bigger role for the political mainstream in future elections 

(the French and Austrian centre-right already implemented discourses against non-radical 

Islam). Thus, it is not said that the rejection of moderate Islam remains on the fringe of the 

political spectrum for all times. 

Concluding, religious discourses constitute an important discursive element of the far-right 

nowadays. While the traditional conflict between church and state does not dominate party 

competition any more, we experience the evolution of a new religious cleavage originating 

from the exclusion of Muslims. Whether this new cleavage is moving towards more 

secularisation (Islam as a threat to secular Europe) or more religious polarisation (Islam as a 

threat to Christian Europe) is difficult to determine yet. We rather see a combination of both 

divisions and considerable country-specific developments. Where Christian Democratic 

parties continue to be successful, the radical right seems more inclined to represent Islam as a 

threat to the Christian roots of their countries (Switzerland and Austria). In France, the UK 

and Italy – lacking successful Christian Democratic parties – the radical right recently appears 

to lean more towards secular arguments, especially in France (Figure 6 and Appendix 6). 

However, in general, we should not overemphasise the religious dimensions of RRP’s 

discourses since they mostly emphasise on Islam. References to Christianity, secularism or 

religious diversity play a subordinate role. Hence, other non-religious in-groups and values 

might be addressed more frequently, such as nationally framed people and values. 

 

Notes 

 

1Other scholars prefer the term ethnic nationalism (Rydgren 2017). Yet, the concept of ethnic nationalism does 

not differ substantially from nativism (Pauwels, 2014: 25). 
2URL: https://manifesto-project.wzb.eu/. 
3 URL: http://www.polidoc.net/. 
4 The codebook is available on request.  
5The high standard deviation is primarily caused by the French Republicans, which obtain a percentage of 

6.35%, much higher than other centre-right parties varying between 0% and 2.75%. 
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6In general, fundamentalist Islam is more often rejected than moderate Islam. Yet, the findings show that the 

radical right also criticises moderate Islam unlike most centre-right manifestos (except ÖVP in 2017 and UMP in 

2007).   
7The 2005 elections in the United Kingdom (included in the previous period) were held in May, two months 

before the terrorist attacks. 
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