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Abstract

Iberian Exceptionalism is a term used to explain the fact that Portugal and Spain were
immune to right-wing parties in their national governments after the 1970s. This
Exceptionalism is no longer applicable to both countries with the recent rise of populist
political parties right-wing radicals. This article aims to explore and answer the
guestion of how and why Iberian Exceptionalism ended in Spain and Portugal and
furthermore, it aims to explore the role of the European Union in the rise of these
parties and how European Union policies may have contributed to their end.
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Iberian Exceptionalism is a term scholars use to explain the fact that Portugal and
Spain were immune to right-wing parties in their national governments after the
1970s?. Unsuccessful attempts were made over the years3. Until 2018 and 2019,
Portugal and Spain did not have any right-wing parties that were able to gain support
to become part of their respective National Assemblies*. Spain and Portugal can be
compared because they have a similar political system and they experienced the
effects of the Great Recession and the following socio-economic crisis in more recent
years, and in the past, they both experienced fascist and authoritarian dictatorships
for many years®. This paper aims to explore and answer the question of how and why
Iberian Exceptionalism ended in Spain and Portugal with the recent rise of radical
right-wing populist political parties in both countries. Additionally, it aims to explore the
European Union’s role in the rise of these parties and how European Union policies
might have contributed to its end. According to Down and Kyung, over the last twenty
years, the European Union has become a prominent concern for many far-right
parties, therefore it is important to explore the relationship of right-wing political parties
and the European Union®. This paper will then explore how Euroscepticism has aided
these parties in getting their needed support and also explore the case of anti-
immigration reaction which has always been a key piece of right-wing populist parties.
Exploring both Euroscepticism and Anti-immigration positions will help answer the
guestion of how the European Union has a direct and indirect effect on who and how
people support right-wing populist parties.

According to Heyne and Manucci, Chega and VOX, the two right-wing populist
parties that have gained support in Portugal and Spain for the first time in some years,

both participate in the classic populist ‘us’ vs ‘them’ rhetoric’. Populism relies on the

2 Heyne and Manucci, “A New Iberian Exceptionalism?”, 1.
3 Manucci, “The Shadow of the Authoritarian Past”, 48.

4 Ibid, 14.

® Heyne and Manucci, “A New Iberian Exceptionalism?”, 2.
& Down and Kyung, “Far Right Parties and ‘Europe’”, 66.
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separation of the pure people and the corrupt elite, they describe the public as pure,
virtuous and homogenous, the backbone of society and importantly the silent
majority®. An important factor which makes the target of populist right-wing parties feel
important and heard. On the other hand, the elite, which can be corporations, political
leaders or anyone in power, is described as corrupt, the antagonists in society®.
Populist right parties criticize with the intent of coming off as one of them, the pure
people, a party that truly understands the frustration of the people!®. Consequently,
this creates a further separation of society and helps to radicalize it. This helps populist
right parties as they rely on the dissatisfaction of the citizens in relation to the current
problems, they or their government might be facing such as decreased standards of
living, unemployment, poverty, increased corruption and citizens who feel like their
social status is threatened or feel “left behind”!1. In response to this, populist right-wing
parties offer simple solutions to very complex problems'?, therefore when they offer
such simple solutions to the public, the public is more likely to adhere to their solutions
as they seem nice and simple, since the current government, which they might be
unhappy with, has failed for years to fix problems, which the populist right-wing party
has so quickly and simply offered to solve. This is the working definition of populism
for the purpose of this paper.

According to Zaslove, recent research has found that with the recent rise of these
parties, the new radical parties do not reject liberal democracies, which had been the
case in the past for some of them?!3. However, even though they do not reject liberal
democracies, this is not necessarily a positive thing because keeping in line with their
ideologies, they continue to reject the main ideologies that come with a liberal
democracy, which are respect for minority rights, social diversity and respect for

migrant populations, and they do not care to be politically ‘correct’ since they outwardly
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‘other’ migrant populations and the so-called ‘corrupt’ elite, and do not care about
being inclusive'4. However, although the new right-wing populist parties do not
necessarily oppose liberal democracies, those most likely to vote for these parties do
tend to be those who are dissatisfied with the way democracy works?*>.

Moreover, the new right-wing parties are also not based on nationalism like before,
instead, their core value is on ‘the authentic society’ and how it must reject the
“bureaucratic state, the hegemony of American culture, and the invasion of immigrants
and the construction of a multicultural society”'®. Another problem is that these new
emerging parties also have an advantage, which is that citizens often prefer to cast a
vote for a new party if they believe all other parties to be corrupt'’. In a crisis, people
are most likely to vote for the party furthest from the dominant or current one in power
since they may believe it will likely instill change!®. Citizens who feel like their social
status is threatened would opt for populist right parties!®. Furthermore, choosing to
cast a vote for a far right-wing party often means casting a vote for a party that lacks
respectability among the other parties®. This is a great example of people turning to
radical right-wing parties when a crisis occurs that leads people to vote for the party
furthest from the current or dominant one, which has promised to quickly and simply
solve the existing problems. Lastly, the people most likely to vote for a right-wing
populist party are usually people with lower levels of education, men, older people,
those who have a negative opinion of the state of the economy, people of a lower
social class, most obviously, those with more of a right-wing ideology and in recent
years those with a negative view of European integration?..

There are many factors which can be explored and chosen as the possible reason

for the end of this phenomenon. Stevkovski, introduces the fact that often popular and
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reputable political parties will join forces with these types of parties to stay in power?2.
This helps by taking away the narrative that these parties are doing it all on their own
when gathering support and illustrates how other political parties which do not share
their major ideologies often help them to gather success and give them a boost in their
cause without considering the possible repercussions this might have.

The emergence of right-wing parties in Portugal and Spain is interesting but not
surprising, radical and extreme right-wing parties have been emerging in Europe in
general. However, due to the Iberian Exceptionalism, it is important to look at how and
why these parties could have potentially emerged in Spain and Portugal. Over the
years, some post-fascist and populist radical right parties have attempted to gather
support and representation at the national level in Spain without success?. In
Portugal, there have been failed attempts by parties such as Ergue-te, previously
called Partido Nacional Renovador, to get representation in the national assembly?4.
Until recently, no one was successful in part due to the recent authoritarian regimes
of Francisco Franco in Spain and of Anténio Salazar in Portugal. Their similar past
helps to explain why they had a delay in the emergence of right-wing populist parties?®.
Possibly since these regimes happened recently and some of the population alive
today in both countries can easily remember what it was like living under the conditions
of a dictatorship. Both dictatorships had Catholic and nationalist principles, did not
award their citizens freedoms, and rejected other political parties. They each had their
own potent and threatening police force, which ensured that citizens were not
disrespecting the regime and there were many victims of the regime in both
countries?s,

In Portugal, the leader of Chega was elected in parliament in October 2019,
and in April 2018, Spain confirmed national representation for Vox when it successfully

22 Stevkovski, “The Rise of Right-Wing Extremism in European Union”, 54-55.
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gained representation through regional elections in Andalusia?’. With these additions
to their national assemblies, Spain and Portugal ended their Exceptionalism. To further
attest to the quick rise of these political parties, according to Heyne and Manucci, the
leader of Chega came third in the presidential elections of January 2021 after having
only been elected in October 2019 to the National Assembly?2,

Both Vox and Chega, rely on sentiments of anti-globalization and anti-
immigration when getting their message across to voters, additionally and
interestingly, their voters believe that their countries’ economic situations worsened in
the past year, but not their own however?®. Therefore, Heyne and Manucci make the
argument that although, commonly, populist right-wing voters get branded as ‘losers
of globalization’, this is not a factor that correctly describes the situation in Spain or
Portugal since that is not descriptive of those voting for Chega or VOX3°. For, VOX
and their voters’ anti-feminist and national unity attitudes are the qualities that separate
the Spanish from the Portuguese example. In the study conducted by Heyne and
Manucci, they found that the big difference between Portugal and Spain was that the
anti-feminist viewpoint helped VOX be more favourable and the same was not seen in
Portugal’'s case3!. The biggest difference however is the topic of regional separatism
which is a large political concern in Spain but not so much in Portugal. VOX has seen
its biggest support by having an anti-separatism stance, which helps bring together all
those people who are against the idea that regional groups could become
autonomous®2. For Portugal then, the biggest concern is socioeconomic issues,
Chega capitalized off of this by focusing on the anti-corruption and anti-establishment
rhetoric®3. They each have their playing fields domestically but as previously stated
they both share their main attitudes which are in line with an anti-globalization and

anti-immigration rhetoric.

2" Heyne and Manucci, “A New Iberian Exceptionalism?”, 2.
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As Down and Kyung stated, over the last twenty years, the European Union
has become a prominent notion for many far-right parties, linking negative opinions on
European Integration and Euroscepticism as factors which drive support for those
parties34. In line with this statement, when an EU issue is polarized, there is an added
chance that voters will vote for the right-wing parties®. Thus, the parties with the
biggest opposition to the European Union as a whole are far-right parties3®. One of the
most prominent topics in Politics in the last years has been Brexit, especially in
European politics since it directly concerns the European Union. A far-right party is
credited for having helped bring about the Brexit referendum and finally driving the
United Kingdom to exit the European Union®’. This fact helps illustrate, not only the
impact far-right parties have had in Europe in recent years but also how far-right
parties are at the forefront when fighting for causes opposing the European Union as
an institution.

After the 2008 economic crisis, a rise in unemployment led to a rise of extreme
right parties in Europe, additionally, it limited the public’s trust in national and
supranational entities®. Since in the EU youth unemployment has been rising each
year3®, young people are more vulnerable to falling into the far-right rhetoric, which in
line with their ideals, may blame unemployment on the ‘elites’, migrants and
globalization. According to Edo and Giesing, some studies in Austria, Denmark, Italy,
Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom have found a correlation between an
increased number of immigrants and a consequential increased success for extreme
right-wing parties*. Further, immigrants coming from a country outside of Europe that
have a low level of education increase support for extreme right-wing parties and

3 Down and Kyung, “Far Right Parties and ‘Europe””, 66.

% Ibid, 72.

% Ibid, 65.

37 Ibid, 65.

3 Edo and Giesing, “Has immigration contributed to the rise”, 6.

% Stevkovski, “The Rise of Right-Wing Extremism in European Union”, 45.
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immigrants coming from a country outside of Europe that have a high level of
education decrease support for extreme right-wing parties*..

As mentioned, Chega and VOX both rely on the anti-immigration rhetoric to
gather support. Mendes and Dennison also argue that the prominence of immigration
in Western Europe positively correlates with support for radical right parties*?. Taking
a look at examples from both countries, it can be argued that Spain might have more
of an issue with Migration than Portugal since its geographical position makes it more
prone to events like the ones that countries in the Mediterranean have experienced in
the past years, such as Italy and Greece. Spain saw a growth in the number of new
arrivals to its country as a consequence of Italy deciding to close its ports in response
to Europe’s ‘refugee crisis’. In only a year Spain received 55,000 people*3. In Portugal
the immigration rhetoric is different. The leader of Chega has been accused of
‘importing’ a xenophobic discourse from elsewhere in Europe into Portugal when
accusing the Roma population of living off state benefits#. It is important to note that
the Roma population in Portugal is not a group of immigrants and should not be
considered migrants, they are simply a different ethnic group of people who have lived
in Portugal. Chega does not only refer to the Roma people when the topic is
immigration it refers to any immigrant groups living in Portugal, and usually, the
argument is that they are living off of state benefits*°.

Further, the topic of Migration is always mentioned by right-wing populist
parties, especially since they rely on making the citizens come off as ‘pure’ and ‘others’
as damaging to society and their sovereignty. Migration is an easy topic to bring forth
when labelling the ‘other’, when people from other countries of different ethnic groups
and visible minorities come into a country, they are quickly labelled as the ‘other’,
therefore even the fact of whether someone is an immigrant or not is not important in

the rhetoric. Anyone who is not ‘native’ to the country will get labelled as ‘other’. This

4 Ibid, 4.

2 Mendes and Dennison, “Explaining the Emergence of the Radical Right”, 758.
“3 1bid, 766.

44 Mendes and Dennison, “Explaining the Emergence of the Radical Right”, 761.
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idea is clearly outlined with the example of Chega using the Roma people as the ‘other’
compared to the ‘pure’ Portuguese group, as stated, the Roma are not immigrants,
they are simply people from Portugal who ethnically did not originate in Portugal,
however, this simple fact is enough for parties like Chega to create an ‘othering’
narrative of a group of people. This is very dangerous, especially in a world that is
moving towards more acceptance in Politics and in which liberal democracies pride
themselves in respecting and upholding the rights of any citizen. Villainizing a group
such as the Roma and telling the citizens that they are reliant on government benefits,
whether true or false, is damaging to society and more importantly damaging to the
group. Citizens become weary of the group, begin to believe they are freeloaders and
start to have a negative perception of them and when populist parties spew their
rhetoric, whether real or just for the sake of ‘othering’ a group, citizens will start to
believe that they should look out for the ‘other’ and tolerance is lost in society.
Importantly, the citizens who would listen and believe this rhetoric are likely those who
are feeling negatively towards the parties in power and likely also suffering from lower
standards of living, therefore it is easier for them to begin blaming a group of people,
‘other’ people for the problems the country and they are having. Although new right-
wing populist parties do not oppose liberal democracies, they oppose the values they
stand for, and thus if this rhetoric gets traction the values may be in jeopardy. Even
more important, if this rhetoric and an immigration ‘problem’ are both present in a
country, where right-wing populist parties have a platform, the rise in support is
inevitable, if citizens truly believe there is a ‘problem’.

Consequently, if European Union member countries are dealing with these
issues, the European Union itself is also involved. Getting ahead of these parties had
already proven itself to be a difficult task for the European Union when it imposed
sanctions against the Austrian government in 2000 for the inclusion of the Freedom
Party, a radical right-wing party, in their coalition but failed to label them as an

extremist*6. Another time in which the European Union was involved in the rise of

46 Zaslove, “The Dark Side of European Politics”, 65.
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support for a far-right party was when the EU and Switzerland signed several
agreements, including one that would designate a quota of refugees which Switzerland
had to accept into its country at the discretion of the President of the European
Commission, this led to an increase in support for a far-right party in Switzerland 4’.
Switzerland is not a member of the EU, but still, it was affected by the workings of the
EU, in this case of its own volition, by signing a contract with them, if countries which
are not members get affected, the member states surely get affected by their
agreements, policies and decisions. Countries like Hungary and Poland have even
chosen to place national interests ahead of the EU’s principles and expectations,
The failure to reform the Dublin Regulation, which determines the member state
responsible for providing international protection, highlights the struggle to find
solutions based on solidarity and shared responsibility*°. The division among member
states was very apparent because northern countries pushed for some sort of
redistribution mechanism, frontline member states which received the migration were
willing to reform but not if it meant taking responsibility for even more migrants, while
the Viségrad countries blocked any reform®°. It is an ongoing issue for the EU and the
issues of the European Asylum Policy reveal the limitations of the EU when it comes
to decision-making and thus creates a negative idea of the EU as a whole, and not
only among member states.

The Eurobarometer reveals that Immigration ranks first on the list of most
important issues in the EU, the question was as follows “What do you think are the two
most important issues facing the EU at the moment?”, the second issue was the
Ukraine warl. However, European Union citizens, 69%, are in favour of a common
Migration policy and 68% support a common European Asylum System®2. Yet still,

75% of those who responded are in favour of extra reinforcement and think it is a good

47 Ratkovic, “Migrant Crisis and Strengthening of the Right Wing”, 55.

48 Ratkovic, “Migrant Crisis and Strengthening of the Right Wing”, 45.

49 Ripoll Servent, “Failing under the ‘Shadow of Hierarchy’”, 293-294.
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idea to add more border and coast guards to the EU’s external borders®3. In terms of
Portugal and Spain, when asked if the EU is a place of stability in a troubled world,
Portugal ranked first in agreement at 91%, Spain ranked much lower in comparison to
all those that answered, 22" and 68% agreement with the statement®. Interestingly,
when asked if they were very pessimistic, fairly pessimistic, very optimistic or fairly
optimistic about the future of the EU, Spain ranked higher than Portugal, meaning it is
more optimistic about the EU’s future than Portugal®.

Portugal seems to have a high regard for the EU, therefore, it would not be
classified as a highly Eurosceptic country, however, it can be argued that those who
answered these surveys are people who are more involved in the issues concerning
the EU, and those who are more skeptical of it would not be as involved and thus
would not partake in these surveys. Nevertheless, Spain ranks lower than Portugal,
and the connection here can be made where it was seen that Spain had more of an
immigration problem than Portugal due to its geographical position and therefore a
conclusion can be made that, yes there might be a correlation with the domestic issue
of migration and the regard for the EU and its role in setting those policies. Positively,
Spain ranked higher in their optimism for the future of the EU, so there might be hope
on their part on how the EU might handle things moving forward. Portugal however,
ranking lower, may be observing the issues of the neighbouring countries and may be
more concerned about how that may come to affect them in the future.

The Iberian Exceptionalism has definitely come to an end, it seemed in
inevitable since other countries facing similar issues were seeing a rise in far-right
parties as well. The Iberian Exceptionalism was now clearly only a delay of the rise of
the far-right parties. Since this is a fairly recent emergence, this phenomenon must be
continuously observed, and more research must be done on it to see how it plays out
in the near future. Portugal has elections coming soon so there will be a lot more data

to come to explain the phenomenon and to see if these parties get more support as

%3 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
55 Commission, European. Eurobarometer, n.d. https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3053.
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time passes. For now, we can see how the issues of Migration and Euroscepticism
have had some influence on the Iberian’s current and future perception of the EU and
its ability to affect domestic policies and events. The emergence of these far-right
parties comes as no surprise when all these factors are observed. These parties have
been present behind the scenes, they were just waiting for their queue to enter the
scene.

12
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