
Culture, Practice & Europeanization, 2019, Vol. 4, No. 1, 92-102 

 

92 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

A great variety of transformations – 

and populisms 

 

Floris Biskamp (floris.biskamp@uni-tuebingen.de) 

University of Tübingen, Germany 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Hans-Jürgen Bieling makes a convincing case that there are valuable lessons to be learned 

from Karl Polanyi’s analyses of the rise of authoritarianism in the 20th century to under-

stand the rise of right-wing populism today. However, in order to realize the full potential 

of this approach, some ideas at the margins of his argument should be expanded and re-

worked. As I argue in this paper, this is particularly true for three aspects: First, the eco-

nomic and social transformation processes to which Bieling refers differ strongly from re-

gion to region, fostering different kinds of populist mobilization. Second, the idea of a new 

cleavage is not fully convincing in the form in which Bieling presents it and should be re-

worked to account for at least two cleavages. Third, the notion of embeddedness must be 

understood as a multidimensional phenomenon to account for dynamics of gender and 

race – which then opens a pathway to overcoming the tired controversy over whether 

right-wing populism is about the economy or about culture and identity.  

 

1. A great variety of transformations: different gaps, different populisms 

Bieling’s Polanyian account of the rise of right-wing populism goes as follows: Capitalist 

societies are always battlegrounds of a political struggle defined by two organizing princi-

ples or ideologies: the “principle of economic liberalism” and the “principle of social pro-

tection”. In the last couple of decades, (not only) Europe witnessed an expansion of the 

former principle at the cost of the latter – which goes along with an historic process of 

neoliberalization, financialization, globalization, and Europeanization. The process of dis-

embedding the market from institutions of social protection corresponding to this ideo-

logical shift causes increased insecurity and vulnerability among the population, which 

must be processed culturally, socially, and politically. Thus, the consequences of this pro-

cess are contingent upon cultural processes of interpretation and political struggles; a turn 

towards authoritarian and nationalist interpretations is one possible reaction and thusly, 

right-wing mobilization has increased chances for success – particularly if the left is weak. 

This historiographic sketch is convincing, but it must be diversified geographically, which 

can be demonstrated with reference to the concept of a representation gap, which Bieling 

adopts from political science research – and then puts aside a little too quickly. There is a 

plausible connection between populist successes in general and gaps in political represen-

tation. According to Cas Mudde’s widely-used definition, populism should be understood 

as: 

“a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two ho-

mogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite,’ and which 

argues that politics should be an expression of the volonte générale (general will) of the 

people” (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012, 8, italics in original). 
Political mobilization building on such an ideology has the best chances of success if parts 

of the population do not feel represented within the current political system: groups who 

do not feel represented are most likely to be susceptible to a rhetoric of self-declared out-

siders claiming that “the people” were forgotten by “the elites” (Mudde & Rovira 
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Kaltwasser, 2017, 101; Mair, 2009). While Bieling only refers to gaps on the left being ex-

ploitable by left-wing populism and gaps on the right being exploitable by right-wing pop-

ulism, cross-mobilization is plausible: Social groups that traditionally felt represented by 

parties of the left but now feel abandoned by them can also be mobilized by right-wing 

populists (Eribon, 2013, 140-154).1 

To explain populist successes then, one must ask which demographics do not (or more 

importantly: do no longer) feel represented by established non-populist parties and why 

this is the case. In the context of the Polanyian framework, one must ask how the processes 

of neoliberal disembedding cause some demographics to feel politically disenfranchised 

(be it for very good reasons or not). 

In addressing this question, one must account for the fact that the processes of neoliber-

alization and globalization take very different forms in different regions, producing differ-

ent gaps of representation and thereby different opportunity structures for populist mo-

bilization – an argument brought forward by Rodrik (2018) and Werner (2013) in different 

terminologies. The difference is not only one of quantity, referring to the number of people 

not feeling represented. It is also one of quality, referring to the specific kinds of groups 

not feeling represented for specific reasons: By definition, Populism claims to speak for 

“the people” in general; however, each populist project must paint specific pictures of “the 

people” and the problems it faces. Accordingly, different groups will be attracted to differ-

ent kinds of populist mobilization: Populists picturing “the people” as economically inde-

pendent small entrepreneurs betrayed by an overbearing tax and welfare state will attract 

different voters than populists portraying “the people” as workers betrayed by globalist 

profit-seeking elites. Thus, different gaps in representation are exploitable by different 

kinds of populist projects. Populists portraying ethnic minorities as dangerous ‘Others’ are 

unlikely to have electoral success among these minorities etc. 

And indeed, the picture of populist successes in Europe is truly heterogeneous. In general, 

Northern, Central, and Eastern Europe have strong right-wing populist projects while 

Southern Europe strong left-wing populist projects (Manow, 2018, 38-50); Anglo-Saxon 

countries seem to be open to both kinds of populism, as is France. If one looks at right-

wing populism more closely, the heterogeneity becomes even greater. As Bieling notes, 

some parties such as the National Front/National Rally in France propagate an economic 

and social programme demanding an economically active state and high rates of redistri-

bution – of course always in a nationalistic, exclusivist fashion. Bieling describes this as an 

overarching trend among right-wing populist parties in Europe shifting away from their 

economic liberalism of the 1980s and 1990s. Yet, the right-wing populist scenery remains 

much more heterogeneous. While the National Front/National Rally changed its economic 

position dramatically, the Swiss People’s Party remains closer to the libertarian economic 

and social programme that was known as part of the “winning formula” of right-wing pop-

ulism in the late 20th century; the same is true for the Norwegian Progress Party. The Free-

dom Party of Austria deployed a rhetoric of defending the welfare state in recent years but 

engaged in policies of neoliberal reform as soon as they became part of the coalition gov-

ernment. Within Alternative for Germany, the conflict concerning the economic and social 

programme remains undecided at the beginning of 2019. Rather than a general trend to-

wards a right-wing populism championing a strong, yet exclusive welfare state, Europe is 

witnessing a diversification of populism (Otjes et al., 2018). 

The Polanyian approach must be expanded to account for this heterogeneity. The most 

plausible hypothesis is that the neoliberal transformation of European capitalism affected 

different regions in different ways, shifting the system of representation in specific forms, 

producing specific gaps in representation. These gaps open opportunities for specific kinds 

                                                 
1 Bieling mentions this mechanism but not under the rubric of representation gap. 
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of populist mobilization (Rodrik, 2018). Some offer better chances for left-wing populism, 

others for right wing populism with a pro-welfare-state agenda, others for right wing pop-

ulism with an economically liberal agenda (Werner, 2013). Research into these dynamics 

has been relatively sparse so far. Philip Manow (2018) argues that the main independent 

variable explaining these differences is the type of welfare state undergoing the processes 

of neoliberalization and globalization. According to his argument, depending on the type 

of welfare state, different groups are opposed to different aspects of globalization: He ar-

gues that in welfare states of the northern and continental variant, trade is typically not 

considered a problem but migration is – and depending on the kind of migration being of 

concern different groups will be more likely to oppose it vehemently: labour market insid-

ers oppose refugee migration, whereas labour market outsiders oppose work migration. 

In Mediterranean countries, with their rudimentary welfare states, migration is less of a 

problem – the more threatening aspect of globalization is the mobility of goods. Since the 

parties of the political mainstream are overwhelmingly pro-Europeanization and pro-glob-

alization, all these attitudes are possible inroads for populist mobilization – but for differ-

ent kinds of populist mobilization (Manow, 2018, 61-69).  

Manow’s research is an important step towards an explanation of the heterogeneity of 

populism in Europe, but some questions remain open. Most notably, his approach does 

not sufficiently explain the stark differences between Germany and France.2 Both coun-

tries are typically categorized as continental/conservative welfare-states, yet both have 

witnessed very different economic developments over the last 15 years and also feature 

very different populist dynamics, with only France having strong left-wing populist actors 

and a right-wing populist party with a clearly exclusivist pro-welfare state programme. The 

most plausible explanation for these divergent developments is to be found in the neolib-

eral reform programme of the Schröder government in Germany in the first years of the 

21st century, producing an edge in ‘competitiveness’ for Germany and a big current ac-

count surplus (also vis-à-vis France) exporting not only goods and services but also unem-

ployment (specifically youth unemployment) and insecurity and thusly specific mobiliza-

tion potentials for populism (Flassbeck & Lapavitsas, 2013, 9-17). This implies that the de-

velopments in France and Germany are not only different, they are also interrelated – and 

the same is of course true for many other differences between countries. 

Thus, the research programme suggested by Werner, Rodrik and Manow should be ex-

panded, addressing more axes of politico-economic difference between countries and re-

gions – including the dimensions of race and gender outlined below. This research can then 

align very well with Polanyian social theory, painting a picture of the heterogeneous and 

interdependent shapes that the processes of neoliberal disembedding take in different re-

gions, producing different gaps in political representation and different opportunity struc-

tures for populist mobilization – nationalist-authoritarian and otherwise. 

 

2. A new cleavage – or two? 

The second concept from political science research Bieling takes up in his social theoretical 

approach is that of a new cleavage. Ever since Lipset and Rokkan introduced the concept 

of cleavages in the 1960s, there have been claims about new cleavages. Following some of 

these concepts, Bieling argues that the neoliberal transformation produces a new cleavage 

between (neo-)liberal cosmopolitanism and nationalist communitarianism. Two remarks 

are in place here:  

First, it must be noted that, like many other conceptions of a new cleavage, Bieling’s argu-
ment departs considerably from Lipset and Rokkan’s original model: The four original 

                                                 
2 Manow (2018, 106) remarks that France bears some resemblance to Southern states but does not fully explore the 

consequences. 



2019  Floris Biskamp 95 

  

 

 

cleavages are defined by the position subjects hold within the social structure.3 Many of 

the newly hypothesized cleavages, however, refer to the ideological orientation subjects 

have. Of course, it can be argued that this shift of perspective is necessary to reflect upon 

changes in social relations. Yet, it begs the question of how these ideologically defined 

cleavages relate to social positions – this is particularly true since the “old” cleavages can 
still be very useful to analyse right-wing populism (Kempin, 2017). So: Which kind of eco-

nomic position, occupation, living condition, education, geography and so on foster certain 

ideological orientations towards neoliberalism and cosmopolitanism? Kitschelt and others 

describe a relation between the type of professional occupation subjects have and their 

inclination towards more liberal or authoritarian, cosmopolitan or nationalistic attitudes 

(Kitschelt, 2017; Kitschelt & Rehm, 2014). If one follows this argument, the shifts in the 

sectoral composition of economies that go along with globalization processes could con-

tribute to the emergence of new cleavages. Such considerations could then also help inte-

grating the concept of a new cleavage with the Polanyian framework. 

Second, it does not seem convincing that there is one cleavage between (neo-)liberal cos-

mopolitanism on the one side and nationalist communitarianism on the other side. Rather, 

what Bieling identifies as one new cleavage appears to be two distinct fault lines: There is 

one ideological split between the proponents of neoliberalism and those of a strong, eco-

nomically active welfare state; there is another ideological split between the proponents 

of liberal cosmopolitanism and diversity and those of authoritarian nationalism and tradi-

tionalist communitarianism.4 When making an argument concerning political philosophy, 

one might argue that some combinations are more coherent than others; but when ad-

dressing social reality, there is no a priori reason to assume that the two fault lines are 

congruent, creating only two distinct camps. Rather, they allow for four different ideolog-

ical positions: neoliberal-cosmopolitanism, neoliberal-nationalism, pro-welfare cosmopol-

itanism, and pro-welfare nationalism. And indeed, there are political projects in all four of 

these camps. In Germany, for example, large parts of Alternative for Germany remain na-

tionalistic and neoliberal (the same is true for the supporters of the Tea Party in the United 

States) while a majority of the party The Left remains pro-welfare state and cosmopolitan 

(the same is true for many supporters of Sanders in the United States).5 The Free Demo-

cratic Party in Germany is cosmopolitan and neoliberal, while the right-wing extremist 

“Flügel” within Alternative for Germany is pro-welfare nationalist. Of course, it is possible 

that these parties misrepresent the attitudes of the population. Moreover, one might ar-

gue that the supporters of pro-welfare cosmopolitanism are de facto still products of a 

neoliberal economy or that their claims are incoherent. But still, the political landscape is 

not defined by one cleavage between (neo-)liberal cosmopolitanism and nationalist com-

munitarianism. Thus, the question of new cleavages must be reassessed. 

 

 

                                                 
3 This is least obvious in the case of the religious/secular-cleavage. Yet, being a religious citizen in a strong sense does 

not only mean having a certain creed and ideological orientations, it also means being situated within a particular reli-

gious community and its institutional structures. 

4 Looking more closely, one could differentiate even further, distinguishing more lines of conflict: One could differenti-

ate first between economic positions promoting state interventionism and a strong welfare state and positions pro-

moting an economically weaker, less distributive state; second between economic positions with a more nationalist 

and protectionist outlook and positions promoting free trade and globalization (Trump stands for a programme against 

the welfare-state and against free trade); third between political cosmopolitanism and communitarianism/nationalism; 

and fourth between cultural liberalism and authoritarianism. The intersection of these differences in four dimensions 

would already allow for sixteen different positions – and of course this list could be continued. 

5 Even the undoubtedly cosmopolitan Greens in Germany can hardly be categorized as straightforward neoliberal, if 

one takes the economic and social policy positions of the party manifesto at face value – which of course have rather 

low salience for the party. 
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3. Embeddedness as a multidimensional phenomenon  

 

3.1 Qualitative transformations of embeddedness 

A particularly promising aspect of Bieling’s Polanyian approach is its potential to overcome 
the tired controversy between cultural and economic interpretations of right-wing popu-

lism. Bieling argues that the economic transformations since the 1970s have had a strong 

impact on social relations and thereby have prepared the grounds for the rise of right-wing 

populism. However, he also emphasizes that such political effects of economic develop-

ment are never direct and inevitable but always mediated by and contingent upon soci-

ocultural interpretation and conflict, which includes politics of culture and identity. 

Yet, there are some elements of the Polanyian approach that need to be questioned and 

expanded to live up to this potential. The most problematic is the implication of one-di-

mensionality that results from metaphorizing the double movement as a pendulum swing-

ing between the two organizing principles of economic liberalism and social protection: An 

ideal (i.e. frictionless) pendulum moves back and forth between two positions, not chang-

ing its qualities and passing the same locations the same way over and over again. Society 

does not.6 Bieling addresses this problem in the economic realm, explaining that there has 

not only been a one-dimensional back-and-forth development of capitalism but that the 

very nature of capitalism underwent qualitative transformations over the course of dec-

ades and centuries.  

The same is true for many institutions of society that the market economy is embedded 

in: The market economy is not only more or less embedded in institutions of social protec-

tion; these institutions as well as the nature of embeddedness transform qualitatively over 

time. This could be discussed with many examples. Since these two areas are central to 

right-wing populist mobilization (Hochschild, 2016, 135-151) but marginal to Bieling’s ar-
gument, I will sketch the argument concerning gender (3.2) and race/ethnic (3.3) rela-

tions.7 Finally I address the question of “progressive neoliberalism” (Fraser 2017) (3.4). 
 

3.2 Gender relations 

In Western societies, the nuclear family has a central place among the social institutions 

embedding the market in society and granting social protection. From an economic stand-

point, the most crucial function of the family is the reproduction of labour without which 

the market economy could not exist: In the short run, the immediate physiological and 

social needs of the individual wage labourers must be met, in the long run the supply of 

new generations of wage labourers must be ensured, and moreover, the elderly who can-

not provide for themselves anymore must be taken care of – and for all three functions, 

the nuclear family plays a central role. Thereby, this private sphere of the family is also a 

central institution of social protection. Economic hardships experienced by some individu-

als can be ameliorated with assistance from family members, the elderly can be cared for 

by their children or children in law, and grandparents can assist in bringing up the young. 

However, the according processes are highly gendered, requiring great amounts of unpaid 

reproductive or care work performed disproportionately by women – which is not to say 

that women do not also perform wage labour. Therefore, this gendered division of labour 

requires and constitutes a form of institutionalized subordination of women under men 

within the family and a (partial) exclusion from the public sphere and the formal economy. 

The women that did participate in the labour market during the heyday of the post-war 

welfare-state were often marginalized in less secure and worse paid positions – to 

                                                 
6 Physics allows for a pendulum swinging in multiple dimensions. Metaphors typically do not. And even a Pendulum 

swinging in two dimensions at the same time will repeat the same movements over and over again cyclically, society 

still does not. 

7 Bieling (2012) discusses the developments of gender and race/ethnicity in financialized capitalism elsewhere. 
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different degrees in different welfare-state regimes. This subordination and exclusion can 

only work, if it is constantly reproduced and reinscribed in everyday practice and culture – 

i.e. by politics of gender identity. Thus, not only the nuclear family but also the formal 

economy and the welfare state themselves are gendered institutions, distributing social 

protection unevenly.8 

The institution of the nuclear family was weakened and became more flexible in the last 

third of the 20th century. Many women, particularly from the middle classes, were able to 

reduce their load of reproductive and care work and now have a greater presence on the 

labour market as well as in the public sphere. This was made possible not only by political 

struggles attacking the juridical and non-juridical norms legitimizing the subordination of 

women, but also by technological progress and by outsourcing care work to (under-)paid 

care-workers – mostly female and often migrant and/or racialized subjects (Ehrenreich & 

Hochschild, 2004). 

One might claim that these transformations constitute a swing of the pendulum from the 

side of social protection towards the side of economic liberalism and thusly a process of 

disembedding: Women that used to be occupied within the households became available 

to the labour market and activities that were formerly organized outside the market are 

now provided by the market or by public institutions – by individual (disproportionately 

migrant) care and domestic workers, by companies employing them, by public kindergar-

tens, by nursery services etc. Of course, weakening the institution of the nuclear family 

also means weakening its embedding and protecting function. Thus, some authors inter-

pret this transformation as a process of market expansion – or put in Polanyian terms: 

disembedding. This is true for authors as different as Wolfgang Streeck and Jürgen Haber-

mas. In his historiographic sketch of capitalist crises, Streeck (2014, 29-30, 39) deploys an 

argument of false consciousness, criticizing women for wrongly celebrating their partial 

transition from their role in the nuclear family to the public sphere and the labour market. 

Streeck reads this process not as emancipation from patriarchy but as absorption by the 

market economy where the newly arriving women became “allies of the employers” (29). 
Thirty years before Streeck, Habermas (1987, 319, 368-373, 386-389) famously interpreted 

earlier, yet similar transformations of the family as a “colonization of the life world” by 

systems forces – the logics of capitalist economy and state administration. 9 

Yet, as feminist scholars have long argued, such interpretations do not hold (Fraser, 1995). 

The gendered institution of the nuclear family cannot simply be considered an institution 

of social protection because women suffer subordination, dependency, and thusly a dras-

tic lack of protection within this institution. Subjects with sexual and gender identities be-

yond the heteronormative frame were excluded from this frame and the protection it of-

fered all along – and the welfare state had ambiguous effects.  

On the other hand, the fact that Other (mostly migrant and/or racialized) women are filling 

the care gap and suffer from new kinds of vulnerability, renders any interpretation of these 

processes as a straightforward feminist success story cynical and particularistic.  

All in all, then, there is no reason to romanticize the nuclear family as an institution of 

social protection unfettered by marked logic as it is implicit in Streeck’s argument. The 

weakening of this institution cannot simply be described as a swing of the Polanyian pen-

dulum towards economic liberalism – this is true even though the institutions of the nu-

clear family and the (gendered) welfare state are strongly interwoven and the changes of 

the one went hand in hand with that of the other. If one addresses the process of 

                                                 
8 The role of the family varies (not only) from country to country. For the relation between different types of welfare 

state and different types of familialism see Leitner (2003). 

9 Habermas refers to the expansion of the welfare state in the third quarter of the 20th century, Streeck refers to the 

expansion of the market in the last quarter. Yet their arguments concerning the effects on family relations are similar – 

as is their omission of the patriarchal character of the nuclear family. 
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disembedding that took place since the 1970s, one should address it in relation to the 

changes of family structures and thereby account for the qualitative transformation of the 

institutions of social protection in which the market economy is embedded.  

Then, the interpretation of right-wing populism as a reaction to the double movement 

must be rephrased accordingly. The narrative can no longer simply be that a process of 

disembedding causes insecurity among the population and subsequently sparks authori-

tarian protest. One must also discuss – in terms of gender and class – which specific groups 

lost and gained specific forms of social protection, how these losses and gains relate to 

one another and how the differently affected groups react to the changes. Since right-wing 

populist voters are disproportionally male, it seems plausible to interpret the recent right-

wing successes – among other things – as protests against these qualitative transfor-

mations in the embeddedness. The analysis of social transformation and populism must 

be gendered (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2015; Mayer et al., 2018; Dowling, van Dyk & 

Graefe, 2017). 

 

3.3 Race and ethnic relations 

To address the dynamics of race, ethnicity, and migration, one must make an argument 

that is similar but not fully analogous to that concerning gender relations.  

To conceptualize the embeddedness of the market, Bieling refers to E.P. Thompsons no-

tion of the moral economy. But as Gurminder Bhambra and John Holmwood point out in 

their interpretations of Thompson and Polanyi, this moral economy was always already 

racialized and intertwined with (post)colonial power structures – and so are the institu-

tions in which the market is embedded (Bhambra & Holmwood, 2018; Holmwood, 2016). 

Race relations of course are very different from gender relations: In European countries of 

the 20th century, they were typically not organized in the form of an institution such as the 

nuclear family in which a small number of people of different races/ethnicities would have 

very close relations of direct dependency. Moreover, these relations differ nationally and 

regionally: In the United States where they significantly rest on the difference between 

former black slaves and former free whites, they are different than they are in countries 

where the difference is honed by more recent processes of migration. 

Nonetheless, in all cases these relations are deeply intertwined with the institutions of 

social protection, shaping the concrete forms of embeddedness. In many instances, racial-

ized groups serve as a labour reserve that can be hired and fired more easily than white 

workers – similar to women. Such a racial division of the labour force strengthens the po-

sition of employers vis-à-vis workers; however, it also protects white/majoritarian workers 

and employees from some immediate effects of crises which are deflected towards racial-

ized subjects who are the first to lose their jobs. Organized labour played an ambivalent 

role, at times actively affirming this division of the labour force, effectively representing 

established white workers rather than workers in general, at other times being solidary 

and inclusive or being transformed by self-organized non-white workers.10 Thus, the in-

sider privilege often going along with the welfare state of the 20th century to some degree 

tends to take the form of white privilege. The distinctions of race and ethnicity on which 

these privileges rest are not naturally given but socially constructed; thus, their reproduc-

tion requires a constant process of reinscription in everyday life and public discourse – i.e. 

politics of racial/ethnic identity (Bhambra, 2017; Bhambra & Holmwood, 2018; Lüthje & 

Scherrer, 2001). 

Similar to the gendered division of labour, the racial structure of the labour market and 

other institutions never disappeared, but it transformed and became more informalized 

                                                 
10 These dynamics around race, labour, and migration are best researched concerning the United States (e.g. Scherrer 

& Lüthje, 2001); for case studies concerning Germany see Huwer (2013) and Schröder (2015), for an overview see 

Trede (2016). 
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and permissive over the decades. And just like in gender relations, these transformations 

in race and ethnic relations can hardly be interpreted as a simple swing of a pendulum 

from the direction of social protection to that of the free market. They correspond to a 

process of neoliberal disembedding, but they cannot be reduced to it. Rather, one also 

must account for the qualitative changes of embeddedness having different effects for 

different groups. An institutionalized division of the labour market shielding some groups 

from the woes of the market by disproportionately deflecting them to others has been 

weakened. Just like in gender relations, the groups that were shielded by this institution 

disproportionately vote for right-wing populism, while the groups that were subordinated 

by this institution disproportionately vote against it. Thus, it seems plausible that right-

wing populism is – among other things – a protest against this qualitative transformation 

of embeddedness (Bhambra, 2017). 

 

3.4 Not an either-or 

This is emphatically not an argument against economic/class based and for cultural/iden-

tity-based interpretations of right-wing populism. Rather it is an argument for taking both 

interpretations seriously, which requires conceptualizing capitalism, race, and gender as 

deeply intertwined institutions: All actually-existing forms of capitalism have been gen-

dered and racialized; all gender relations in modern societies have been racialized and in-

terwoven with the logics of capitalism; all race relations in modern societies have been 

gendered and interdependent with capitalism. Any change in one of these institutions 

tends to be connected to changes in the others and should be analysed accordingly. Taking 

all three dimensions seriously also means taking them seriously in their contradictions and 

tensions – particularly the dynamics of welfare state and migration leave no room for a 

simple morally and politically virtuous position. 

Thus, my argument that the transformations of gender and race relations of recent dec-

ades cannot be reduced to processes of disembedding does not imply that all three pro-

cesses cannot or did not go together – but that they should be analytically distinguished. 

Most crucially, in their liberal forms focused on “diversity”, politics of anti-sexism and anti-

racism can be deployed to give neoliberal policies of disembedding a progressive ring and 

make them acceptable among moderate left voters – these are the politics Fraser (2017) 

dubs “progressive neoliberalism”. These “progressive” policies are particularly paradoxical 
and cynical insofar as women and racialized subjects are oftentimes disproportionately 

affected by neoliberal reform. 

Yet, one should be cautious about two common mistakes: First, one should not reduce 

feminist and anti-racist politics to their neoliberal variant and then blame them for the rise 

of right-wing populism as it routinely happens in discourses around “identity politics” (Lilla, 

2017; as a critique Dowling, van Dyk & Graefe, 2017). Racism and patriarchy are realities 

of the market economy itself as well as of the social institutions it is embedded in – policies 

addressing these realities are not per se attacks on embeddedness itself, although they 

have been regularly mobilized for such attacks. Second, one should not pit explanations of 

right-wing populism as a protest against neoliberal disembedding and explanations of 

right-wing populism as a defence of (relative) male and white privilege against one another 

as it is routinely done from both sides. Neoliberal disembedding is a reality as is the relative 

decline of male and white privilege. Since the same populations are affected by these de-

velopments, it is likely that they are processed within the same cultural interpretation and 

political mobilization processes. The research of right-wing populist discourses and the 

everyday consciousness of right-wing populist voters and activists supports such an inter-

pretation as a reaction to transformation of the formal economy and of gender and race 

relations (Hochschild, 2016; Koppetsch, 2018). 
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In summary, the Polanyian approach suggested by Bieling can help interpreting and ex-

plaining the rise of right-wing populism as a reaction to processes of transformation – but 

to this purpose it should be able to account for the geographic heterogeneity of capitalism 

and its transformations; it should take the complexity of current political fault lines seri-

ously; and it should consider embeddedness, its transformations, and the political protest 

against these transformations as multidimensional phenomena that are always gendered 

and racialized. After the grounds have been analysed, the questions of greatest strategic 

importance must be addressed: First, further research into the dynamics of authoritarian 

mobilization is required to understand under which circumstances and by which mecha-

nisms experiences of insecurity are interpreted in authoritarian and nationalistic frames. 

Second, it is important to understand what other kinds of non-authoritarian mobilization 

could mobilize the same groups for different purposes. Third, it must be asked what kind 

of economic and social policies could and should be pursued to overcome the capitalist 

crises underlying the transformation processes of the last decades: Mobilizing populations 

without a political economic programme that will benefit them is no sustainable strategy 

– and there are good reasons to be sceptical about the possibility of returning to post-war 

Keynesianism (Streeck, 2014; 2017). 
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