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It is time for a liberalism that is on the offensive 

Coen Brummer1 

Barely three years ago, European heads of government congratulated Dutch Prime Minister Mark 

Rutte (leader of Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie, VVD) with his ‘victory over populism’. Against 

all odds, he was successful in staying ahead of Geert Wilders and his populist Partij voor de Vrijheid 

(PVV) in the parliamentary elections in 2017. On election night at a party hosted by the progressive 

liberals of D66, who were also celebrating a growth in their number of MPs, party leader Alexander 

Pechtold spoke of a clear signal given by the Dutch. ‘The sound of populism was silenced here.’ 

Nothing could have been further from the truth. Right-populist parties are unabatedly popular. In the 

Netherlands, where PVV and Forum voor Democratie (FVD) could see a voting share of 18 percent, and 

according to an aggregate of recent polls, the PVV seems to be the second largest party. But also in the 

rest of Europe. Six months after our 2017 parliamentary elections, Alternative für Deutschland (AFD) 

received 13 percent of the votes for the German Bundestag, which was a big shock. 

From Spain to Norway and from Italy to Finland, it is not unusual that right-populists receive 15 to 30 

percent of the votes. In Poland (44 percent) and Hungary (67 percent) they form the heart of 

governments that are slowly transforming into authoritarian states. In the Netherlands, as well as in 

other countries, populists have taken a dive in the polls since the outbreak of the corona pandemic, 

but political-historic research shows that populist parties can rise shortly after crises. 

The advance of this divergent collection of figures and parties which we conveniently call ‘populists’, 

is inseparable from a different development: the metamorphosis of liberalism throughout the decades. 

In the nineteenth century, liberalism was a radical political agenda which strived for as much freedom, 

social justice and agency for as many people as possible.  

This tradition had its heyday around 1900. But it mostly withered in the decades after the Second 

World War, when liberalism, especially in the Netherlands, became more of a label for right-

conservative parties like the VVD. Eventually it solidified into the term ‘liberal democracy’, which 
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became a reference system throughout all of Europe to the existing political after the fall of the Wall 

in 1989.  

Mainstream political parties 

Liberalism went on to represent the freedoms and rights enshrined in institutions in western 

countries, and to which social-democrats and Christian-democrats had contributed just as much. 

Liberalism became the general opinion of a political class which resides in those institutions and 

established parties (in the Dutch context, this ranges from VVD and D66 to PvdA, CDA and even 

GroenLinks). It became the playing field of politics: within the boundaries, one could assume 

different positions, but one could never cross them.  

The battle of ideas fizzled out and in the eighties a tendency towards technocratic and depoliticized 

policymaking emerged. In his book Ruling the Void. Hollowing of Western Democracy (2006), Irish 

political scientist Peter Mair identified how the political domain, influenced by this sentiment, was 

framed and stripped by putting political issues into the hands of experts, who would be better able to 

guard long-term stakes, or in the hands of markets, which would be more efficient. 

British historian and political scientist Katrina Forrester observed that in the current liberal vision, 

politics has been stripped in such a way that the everyday issues people struggle with are not seen by 

politicians as a ‘part’ of political decision-making. The responsibility for those problems has been 

decentralized, privatized or placed at a distance. People who are unable to find a house, will most likely 

receive an explanation from politicians about the inner workings of the housing market, instead of a 

solution to their problem. 

Rising criticism 

In short: Liberalism became synonymous with the status quo of the western political system, 

including its defects. Which is exactly where criticism is now growing: This current liberalism is 

emptyhanded, whether we look at growing social, economic, and regional inequality and stagnant 

wages, at alienation caused by globalization, or at a powerless government, which no longer appears 

to be able to answer the burning questions of our time. Whether that is because they lost their 

authority or because politicians have placed these questions outside of our political order. 

The most prominent interpreters of this discomfort are populist parties. Their loud criticism of elites, 

migration and the European Union is an attack on the institutions and values of liberal democracy, like 

the rule of law and the equality principle. But if we only look at these expressions of discontent, we 

fail to notice that the rise of populism is a consequence of something else: the shortcomings of the 

established liberal political order.  
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Established parties are unable to form an independent answer to these challenges. A flood of literature 

has been written describing how liberals, synonymous with established moderate parties, have 

become ideologically blind to what is happening in western democracies. In their book The Light that 

Failed, political scientists Ivan Krastev and Steven Halmes argue that liberals ‘have become so 

convinced by their world view that they do not consider whether it works for everybody’.  

Famous British philosopher John Gray wrote in his essay Liberalism: the other God that failed’ that the 

battle against populism shows a lack of direction that characterizes the current liberal project. The 

previously cited Katrina Forrester argues that liberalism no longer is an ideology capable of 

understanding and describing the political reality, ‘other than as an attack on itself.’ 

The banner of ‘decency’ 

Established parties do indeed see right-populists as political opponents that must be fought. They try 

to place populist politicians outside of the political order, by using a cordon sanitaire, or by confronting 

the populists under a banner of ‘decency’, ‘reason’ and ‘sensible politics’. In the Netherlands, D66 and 

other progressive parties like to position themselves opposite PVV or FVD. Center-right parties 

assimilate parts of the populist agenda into their own. A recent Dutch example is the controversial deal 

concerning the refugees in Moria, in which centre-right parties refused to welcome more refugees 

than was previously negotiated in the coalition agreement. The left and the right still view populism as 

a signal disturbance, something they do not completely understand, and something that should not 

actually exist. 

After two decades of fighting the symptoms, established parties must start questioning why the 

attraction of populism remains consistently strong, and address the root cause of populism. That does 

not mean parties should copy the right-populist agenda, but it does mean parties should start a process 

of radical self-renewal. 

Parties should start by reckoning with the stagnant liberalism of the last decades. One could look to 

the old tradition of liberalism for inspiration, that radical political philosophy of the nineteenth century, 

based on freedom and equality. It was at that time too, that liberalism went through a period of self-

renewal. Young liberals broke with their content predecessors. They looked to societal problems like 

a housing shortage, dangerous working conditions and a lack of social emancipation, and argues these 

problems could no longer be fixed with just individual freedom alone. The liberal pursuit of freedom 

and self-determination became an ideal focusing on emancipation and protection, with an important 

role for government. Liberalism no longer revolved around the property of the few, but the protection 

of all. 
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Political ambitions 

This seems suspiciously similar to what we need now: a liberalism movement on the offensive. Not 

attacking populists, but the existing injustices in society. ‘Liberalism,’ political scientist Jan Werner 

Müller recently wrote, ‘should be valuable for people who are enduring rough times, who are most 

vulnerable to arbitrariness and abuse of power.’ Because the effects of the Corona pandemic are 

enhancing inequalities, it is time to formulate solid political ambitions. For example, by striving for a 

new basis for freedom, aimed at combatting the growing economic insecurity of an increasing 

number of people.  

Self-renewal should also change the way we conduct politics. Politics needs a battle of ideas, and it 

should no longer be stifled by talking about ‘sensible policy’ or ‘effectivity’ or be reduced to a 

dichotomy between ‘reason’ and ‘shouters’. This asks for a different political attitude and a greater 

awareness of the perception of others. Fundamental reform of democracy is also required. Direct 

involvement and checks and balances have to prevent a political reality where politics are only 

accessible to a relatively small group of highly educated individuals, who prefer choosing 

depoliticization as an answer to political questions. One of the biggest challenges of the next ten years 

is how political parties can make this transformation on their own, by including people different to 

those who are normally recruited from a group of usual suspects. 

The popularity of right-populists does not necessarily mean their ideas are the new measure of all 

things. Established center-parties who cherish liberal values can still form the future. But to do that 

they will first have to reckon with old habits and thoughts. It is time to no longer fight populism, but 

its root cause. 

 


