
This volume explores the changing 
face of Othering in the Czech and 
Slovak culture wars of the 2010s. 
From anti-Roma protests and anti-
Muslim mobilisations to the rise of 
anti-gender politics, it examines how 
political actors construct di  erent 
groups as threats to the nation, its 
values, and its way of life.

Bringing together perspectives 
from political science, philosophy, 
anthropology, and history, the 
volume traces the culturalisation 
of political confl ict and the shifting 
boundaries of political belonging. 
It pays particular attention to the 
mainstreaming of far-right ideas and 
the ways exclusionary discourses 
move beyond the far right and into 
the political mainstream.

By placing Czech and Slovak 
cases in dialogue, the book o  ers 
a multidisciplinary account of 
Othering and the transformation 
of political confl ict in contemporary 
Central Europe.
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1. Introduction: Studying Culturalised 
Politics Through the Prism of Othering

Zora Hesová

The transformation of politics in East Central Europe has recently 
been characterised by terms such as “democratic backsliding”, “de-de-
mocratisation”, “backlash”, “illiberal turn”, “populism”, and “culture 
wars” (Guasti & Bustikova, 2023; Pető & Bogaards, 2022; Barša, Heso-
vá, & Slačálek, 2021a; Lorenz & Anders, 2021; Vachudova, 2020; Hanley 
& Vachudova, 2018; Bustikova & Guasti, 2017). The 2010s were a decade 
that brought about a significant qualitative shift in how these societies 
perceive themselves. In this period “post-communism” ended, following 
the “return” of former Soviet bloc satellite states to Europe (Barša, Heso-
vá, & Slačálek, 2021a; Buden, 2013). With no other grand vision avail-
able, Central European politics has been quickly renationalised, which 
was only intensified by the pressures of globalisation: from the effects of 
the economic crisis of the late 2010s, to the so-called migration crisis 
of 2015 and 2016, to the coronavirus crisis of 2020–2022. 

This renewed centrality of the nation, religious tradition and iden-
tity was accompanied by increased salience of exclusionary discourses 
and policies, primarily targeting Muslims and gender minorities. In con-
trast with the political extremes of the unruly 1990s, Islamophobia and 
anti-gypsy discourse are now less overtly racist and less driven by neo-Na-
zi and far-right groups and movements, but they are all the more visible, 
mainstream and compounded by overt hostility to women’s rights and 
sexual minorities. Exclusionary discourses are no longer carried by mar-
ginal groups but tend to surge in recurring public disputes around race, 
Islam and gender. From anti-Roma mobilisations in peripheral regions 
in the early 2010s to anti-Muslim protests and politics of the mid-2010s to 
the anti-gender polarisation of the second half of the decade, the Czech 
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and Slovak cases lend themselves well to a parallel study of larger pro-
cesses of the mainstreaming of the far-right and its exclusionary politics.

This volume studies the transformations of exclusionary politics in 
the Czech Republic and Slovakia during the 2010s, by focusing on the 
perspectives of culture wars and Othering. This angle allows the study 
of radicalism, populism and democracy to shift from far-right actors 
towards larger political dynamics that take into account mainstream and 
populist parties and various social actors amongst a disintegrating liber-
al consensus, the rise of culture wars, and the generalisation of political 
Othering.

The fateful decade 

The starting point is the changes brought about during the 2010s. 
A decade after EU accession, the liberal-conservative consensus that 
underpinned the order established in Europe and the world after the 
collapse of the Soviet Bloc started to break down around the advent 
of the so-called refugee crisis (Barša, Hesová, & Slačálek, 2021b; see 
also Slačálek, 2021a, 2021d; Vargovčíková, 2021). At the level of politi-
cal ideas, a confrontation between adherents of conservative and liberal 
values has arguably replaced the former liberal-conservative consensus. 
Newer political conflicts were marked by a conservative revolt against 
the specific kind of liberalism that presided over the post-communist 
period. At its centre were human-rights globalism and cultural plural-
ism: the rights of individuals and minorities were defended against the 
claims of national, sexual, racial, and gender majorities.1 In this sense, 
the conservative revolt against the domination of liberalism had its cen-
tre of gravity in the defence of majorities against minorities who were 
considered alien or foreign by the culturally hegemonic majority. From 
this point of view, while the past era can be seen as characterised by elite 
xenophilia, the rebellion against liberalism is linked to the emergence of 
various forms of xenophobia, both old and new (Barša, 2006). 

This new xenophobia is characterised by the fact that its collective 
targets are not primarily identified ethnically and biologically, but 
culturally and ideologically. A  typical example of new xenophobia 

1	 Not only in a quantitative sense but also a qualitative sense, as women, for example, could be 
said to be a minority in a patriarchal society, even though there may have been more of them 
than men—in English, minority often connotes disenfranchisement.
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is Islamophobia, which became a major mobilising force in the mid-
2010s in East Central Europe (Kalmar, 2020b, 2018a; Górak-Sosnows-
ka & Pachocka, 2019; Rosůlek, 2018). East Central European coun-
tries—despite lacking any sizeable Muslim community, being shielded 
from the perceived difficulties of “multiculturalism” by high degrees 
of ethnic homogeneity due to the expulsions of national groups after 
World War II, and lacking direct experiences colonising peoples from 
the Global South—have become a theatre for intense and widespread 
anti-Muslim politics. Muslims became reconstructed from representing 
socio-economic, ethnic, and religious communities to being adherents 
of a conquering ideology that threatened European civilisation (Bru-
baker, 2020). This new xenophobia is characterised by the culturalist 
framing of “civilisationism” that constructs the opposition between 
“us” and “them” based on a broader set of “civilisationist” identities, 
that include a secularised and identitarian Christianism and reference 
to European values (Brubaker, 2017).

The focus on cultural or civilisational framing lies at the heart of 
the broader reconfiguration of contemporary politics in East Central 
Europe that we call “culture wars” (Barša, Hesová, & Slačálek, 2021a). 
This involves a process whereby political cleavages defined by socio-eco-
nomic issues shift towards cultural polarisation around questions of 
social norms, values, and symbols. The 2010s can be seen as a period in 
Czech and Slovak history when national conservative and civilisationist 
discourses challenged the liberal hegemony, resulting in the dominance 
of cultural issues over economic ones in public debates and political 
conflicts. The resistance towards refugees from Syria and other predom-
inantly Muslim countries was instrumental to this shift. Not only has it 
remained an important element of the self-perception of Central Europe-
an nationalisms, but it has also paved the way for later nativist policies by 
populist governments, where national identity became tied to a civilisa-
tional self-perception based on Christian tradition. They extended their 
civilisationist stance to publicly resist perceived pressure from the liberal, 
post-national West on their traditional social order defined by gender 
hierarchies, Christian symbolism, and nativism. Further, the culturali-
sation of politics involved changes in the production of enemy imag-
es (Gerő et al., 2017). In the context of neo-conservative and far-right 
mobilisations, traditional ethnic and racialised figures such as Germans, 
Hungarians, Jews, and Roma were supplemented—or perhaps even 
replaced—by the Muslim migrant and later by exponents of “foreign” 
liberalism, “gender”, and “Brussels” in the position of the main Other 
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who threatens the identity and wellbeing of the social majority (Graff, 
2022; Pető & Bogaards, 2022; Svatoňová, 2022, 2021; Csehl & Zgut, 2021; 
Hesová, 2021a; Vargovčíková, 2021; Kalmar, 2018b; Korolczuk & Graff, 
2018; Slačálek & Svobodová, 2018). 

Studying culturalised politics through  
the prism of Othering

This volume attempts to make sense of the transformations of exclusion-
ary politics in Slovakia and Czechia in the second decade of the 21st 
century—centring upon the concept of Othering within the culture wars 
of the 2010s. When analysing shifts in the forms and targets of xenopho-
bia, the concepts of both xenophobia and racism ceased to be helpful. 
Namely, the need emerged to account for public enmity towards large 
groups of Czech and Slovak nationals antagonised as exponents of a for-
eign ideology or global influence, and to make sense of the proliferation 
of enemy figures. In this new context, the concept of Othering proved 
valuable and versatile, capable of being employed in various disciplinary 
approaches: political science, sociology, anthropology and history. This 
volume intends to present the perspective of Othering as more produc-
tive than older concepts like antisemitism, Islamophobia and xenopho-
bia. It is also the conceptualisation of “Othering” that represents the 
book’s main theoretical contribution.

Othering can be defined as the process by which symbolic boundar-
ies are constructed between “us” and “them”, which is often linked to 
stereotypes about social groups and based on the exaggeration of dif-
ference at the expense of sameness or similarity (Harmer & Lumsden, 
2019; Brons, 2015; Dervin, 2015; Jensen, 2011). As such, Othering is 
inextricably linked to politics. All political players depend on who they 
are and who they are against. Moreover, while dehumanising narratives 
and the enemy-making of political adversaries (Sion, 2017) cannot be 
attributed to a single actor, the following chapters will scrutinise the 
growing power of the far-right. In the 2010s, Czechia and Slovakia 
witnessed far-right parties entering their national parliaments and far-
right ideas and arguments settling even more comfortably into main-
stream media and public debate in general. Thus, this book addresses 
the ongoing mainstreaming and normalisation of far-right ideology, 
which is founded on nativism, authoritarianism, and populism (Mud-
de, 2019).
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The decade of culture wars in Slovakia and Czechia conspicuously 
produced a whole range of Others, reflecting the passage from the tra-
ditional ethnonational and racialising frameworks to newer cultural and 
civilisational forms and their combination. The overarching aim of the 
collected studies is to analyse how the far-right constructs and initiates 
different forms of Othering, and how these forms relate to each other: 
how they interact, overlap and emerge from one another, and how they 
influence or challenge each other. This is done through studies that cov-
er specific contentious episodes such as anti-Roma protests, anti-Islam 
activism, conservative mobilisation around abortion, equal marriage, 
and the Istanbul Convention. In addition to reconstructing the logic of 
defining oneself against the Other and complex relationships, among 
various Others, the focus is on understanding their actors—parliamen-
tary politicians, as well as civil society figures, grassroots organisations, 
Church representatives, and ordinary citizens—and the social circum-
stances and dynamics that give Othering its situated character.

Engaging with the practices and logic of Othering allows us to better 
grasp the impact of the 2010s culture wars on contemporary exclusionary 
politics. Do the new civilisational Others replace the old ethnic ones? 
How has the logic of Othering changed, and how does it spread? Who 
and what is the driving force and prominent protagonist of exclusionary 
politics? What is the role of transnational activists or religious networks 
(e.g. Graff, 2022)? What does the emergence of ultra-conservative reli-
gious actors into the public sphere (and their prominence in mainstream 
political debates) imply for the long-term processes of secularisation of 
modern societies? Is this a sign of de-secularisation (the so-called ven-
geance of God) or a reconfiguration of elements of post-secular society? 
Such questions are at the heart of this book and are likely to inspire 
other similar projects as long as exclusionary politics keep dominating 
the public sphere.

The remainder of this introduction is divided into three sections. The 
first outlines the political setting of the culture wars of the 2010s, and 
explains why Czechia and Slovakia deserve the attention of those inter-
ested in understanding recent developments in East Central European 
politics. The subsequent section presents our theoretical background in 
more detail, including the definition of old and new xenophobia, culture 
wars, and Othering, as well as an explanation of this volume’s method-
ological focus. The final part describes the book’s content, focusing on 
the rationale for choosing Slovakia and Czechia as two specific contexts, 
and summarising the chapters’ arguments.  
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The parallels of the Czech and Slovak 2010s 

There are three main reasons to focus on the politics of Slovakia and Cze-
chia in the 2010s: (1) a relative lack of focus on these national contexts, 
(2) persisting commonalities between Czech and Slovak societies, and 
(3) parallels in the countries’ political development—that is, in the sever-
al waves of culture wars that represent the empirical context of this study. 

Most of the current attention in the East Central European space 
appears to be devoted to the hegemonic illiberal populism of Poland and 
Hungary. At the same time, Slovakia and Czechia remain on the side-
lines of scholarly attention. There are several books dealing with Central 
Europe in general (Kim, 2022; Barša, Hesová, & Slačálek, 2021a; Csergő, 
Eglitis, & Pickering, 2021; Bíró, 2018) or with a particular Czech or Slo-
vak issue (Ramet, Ðorđević, & Hassenstab, 2022; Buzalka, 2021a). Lit-
erature on the far-right is extensive but primarily dates to the beginning 
of the decade (Minkenberg, 2015; Pirro, 2015; Pytlas, 2015) and does 
not cover the culturalist turn in exclusionary politics after 2015. Study-
ing Central European exclusionary discourses separately appears useful, 
as there are significant differences between the Central European coun-
tries. Among the Visegrád Four, the Czech and Slovak cases of populism 
and the far-right stand out in terms of their relative weakness, late rise 
and secular character when compared to Poland and Hungary (see e.g. 
Cichocki & Jabkowski, 2019; Kazharski, 2018; Bustikova & Guasti, 2017).

It is further helpful to study the Czech and Slovak cases in paral-
lel. In terms of history and political dynamics, they appear closer to 
each other than to Poland or Hungary. Despite the differing political 
trajectories of Czechia and Slovakia after the end of Czechoslovakia in 
1993, and the differences in culture, religion, and history, these coun-
tries share important issues in common. Slovakia and Czechia avoided 
the hegemony of illiberal populism until 2024; instead, they have seen 
the emergence of civic or technocratic populism, represented by the for-
mer Slovak president Zuzana Čaputová (Buzalka, 2021b) and former 
Czech prime minister Andrej Babiš (Císař & Navrátil, 2019; Havlík, 
2019). Both were notable for not capitalising on disputes around the 
Others. Further, both countries have had increasingly conservative par-
liaments and a weakened left. Despite the differences in their post-sepa-
ration developments, both publics continue to share a common cultural 
space based on mutually intelligible languages and familiar cultural ref-
erences stemming from their seventy years of coexistence in a common 
state. Czech literature and media continue to be massively consumed 
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in Slovakia; a  sizeable common electronic and media scene includes 
TV shows, pop music, film production, and a liberal Slovak-Czech media 
project, DeníkN/DenníkN. The intense communication between Czechia 
and Slovakia and the persistent mutual interest were, in fact, factors in 
the culture wars. Various culture war actors—the far-right, the Catholic 
Church, media and publishing houses and alt-right figures—do cooper-
ate and support each other across the Czech-Slovak border and, as will 
be explained below, the trajectory of Czech and Slovak culture wars was 
similar, among others, due to their mutual influence.

Parallel mass mobilisations punctuated the 2010s in Czechia and Slo-
vakia, targeting three particular Others: anti-Roma protests in Czechia 
(2011–2013) and the rise of the anti-Roma far-right in Slovakia (since 
2010); and anti-Islam mobilisations (2015–2016) and anti-gender mobil-
isation (2015–2020) in both countries. These events were not identical 
but similar enough to warrant a joint study. This book analyses this logic 
at work in two different political contexts. The following passages will 
introduce the context of these parallel developments.

Since the early 2010s, mobilisations and rejection of various Others 
have multiplied, resulting in recurring episodes of enormous polari-
sation. In Czechia, exclusionary mobilisations started around 2011—
with demonstrations against the “unadaptables” (nepřizpůsobiví), 
i.e. the Roma, in several areas on the outskirts of the Czech Republic—
and ended in 2013 (Slačálek, 2021c) (see Koubek in this volume). In 
Slovakia, Marián Kotleba, formerly an open neo-Nazi (Drábik, 2023), 
won the office of a regional governor after an openly anti-Roma cam-
paign in 2013 (Nociar’s chapter in this volume; Gyárfášová, 2019). In 
both countries, the far-right or outright neo-Nazi groups were successful 
in formulating social claims in racialised language and in building alli-
ances with larger citizen groups. The making of the Roma into enemies 
was palpably connected to the sense of injustice that “decent people” 
were said to struggle with: they were constructed as the victims of an 
undeserving and “unadaptable” minority called the “gypsy terror” by 
Marián Kotleba (German Sirotnikova, 2020), as they had to bear the cost 
of the social benefits.

The outbreak of the so-called refugee or migration crisis presents 
another significant milestone in this development. Following mobilisa-
tions in early 2015 related to the terrorist attacks on the Charlie Hebdo 
office and the kosher market in Porte de Vincennes in Paris, the Czech 
and Slovak governments rejected the EU’s asylum policy, which aimed 
at the redistribution of refugees according to a  quota system. This 
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redistribution was construed as threatening national sovereignty and 
identity (Tabosa, 2020; Prokupkova, 2018). The summer of 2015 forced 
Czechs and Slovaks, just like the rest of Europe, to witness almost 
a million asylum seekers crossing EU borders. Just a fraction travelled 
through Slovakia and the Czech Republic, but public and political rejec-
tion of Muslim migrants was vehement and widespread. Between the 
summers of 2015 and 2016, Islam and migration were grounds for deep 
polarisation in both countries, becoming the central issue for the polit-
ical elite and/or far-right parties and other political subjects (Navrátil 
& Kluknavská, 2023; Naxera & Krčál, 2018; Strapáčová & Hloušek, 2018; 
Zvada, 2018; Rosůlek et al., 2017). In the elections following the “refugee 
crisis”, the far-right parties increased their presence in Czech and Slo-
vak parliaments with anti-Islam and anti-migration campaigning: Peo-
ple’s Party Our Slovakia (Ľudová strana Naše Slovensko, ĽSNS), also 
known as Kotlebovci after its leader Marián Kotleba, entered the Slovak 
parliament in 2016, and Tomio Okamura re-entered the Czech parlia-
ment in 2017  with a new radical right populist project, Freedom and 
Democracy (Svoboda a přímá demokracie, SPD). Okamura is a Czech 
far-right figure who appeared in 2013 with a populist, Eurosceptic and 
anti-immigrant party. He was more successful in the 2017 elections, with 
an openly Islamophobic programme co-opting the anti-Islam discourse. 
The generalisation of anti-Islam positions led to the use of civilisational 
talk (Brubaker, 2020) in both countries to defend so-called Christian 
traditions against “Muslims” and refugees, as well as against “liberal 
elites”, with their alleged promotion of multiculturalism (Strapáčová 
& Hloušek, 2018; see Hesová’s chapter in this volume).

The third primary phase in the Czech and Slovak culture wars was 
the anti-gender mobilisation that set off first in Slovakia. Starting in 
2013, massive pro-life marches reached 80,000 attendees in Košice. In 
2015, a referendum on the definition of marriage, adoption by same-
sex couples, and sexual education in Slovakia divided the Slovak public 
and mobilised the conservative spectrum even more (Valkovičová, 2017; 
Rybar & Sovcikova, 2016). While the referendum failed due to low turn-
out, it proved to be a mobilising force in the politics of morality, and 
introduced anti-gender discourse into the conservative spectrum. In Cze-
chia, a 2016 marriage equality bill was met with organised resistance using 
the same anti-gender discourse. In 2018, Catholic Church representatives 
in the Czech Republic took an open stance against “gender”, marriage 
equality and the Istanbul Convention. Anti-abortion marches continue 
to grow in Prague. Anti-gender and anti-abortion mobilisations have also 
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targeted the liberal West as a source of decadence (Guasti, 2021; see also 
Svatoňová & Hardoš in this volume). The most recent crisis was that 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and its sanitary restrictions, during which 
the figure of the liberal West and bureaucratic government were com-
bined into one significant Other (see Charvát & Slačálek in this volume).

These three types of mobilisations exhibit several intriguing fea-
tures. The actors of exclusionary discourses are rarely just far-right par-
ties as anti-Muslim, anti-Roma, and anti-gender prejudice has become  
mainstream. The cultural framing of exclusionary discourses has 
helped mainstream and legitimise overtly racist far-right parties (see Har-
doš in this volume). Secondly, some actors target various Others through-
out their political engagement, using ongoing culture wars to gain visi-
bility and betraying the instrumental character of Othering (see Walach 
and Charvát & Slačálek in this volume). The practice of enemy mak-
ing has in fact kept changing from mobilising against an ethnic other to 
a cultural and also ideological other. Finally, when most acute culture war 
episodes subside, the practice of exclusionary discourse proves lasting, 
volatile and applicable to various situations. It is therefore important 
to analyse these practices and their transformations using the example 
of the shifting “Other” in a particular context of geography and time.

Theoretical background

To unpack the transformations of exclusionary politics in Central Europe 
in the 2010s, it is necessary to take a larger perspective, well beyond 
antisemitism, Islamophobia, and antigypsyism. Xenophobia—whether 
turned against the Jews, Muslims, or Roma—is no longer the only central 
exclusionary logic in contemporary politics. Many other issues, such as 
“gender” and “liberalism”, have become similarly compelling targets of 
public hostility. This shift to new public enemies is nowhere more prom-
inent than in Central Europe. The so-called illiberal turn (Guasti & Bus-
tikova, 2023; Lorenz & Anders, 2021; Rupnik, 2017) reflects processes of 
the weakening of liberal-democratic institutions in favour of majoritari-
an and clientelist practices and norms. It has been noted that this wave 
of illiberalism is driven by far-right populist governance and national-
ism (Makarychev, 2019). It manifests itself through public mobilisations, 
government policies, and public controversies that target various liberal 
positions, minority rights, and human rights defenders as a threat to the 
nation’s unity and prosperity. 
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In this volume, populism is generally defined, with Mudde and Kalt-
wasser (2017) as a “thin-centred ideology that considers society to be 
ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, ‘the 
pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics 
should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the peo-
ple.” Illiberalism refers generally to an “ideological universe”, as defined 
by Marlene Laruelle (2022) that has three main features: it “represents 
a backlash against today’s liberalism in all its varied scripts—political, 
economic, cultural, geopolitical, civilizational”; proposes majoritarian, 
nation-centric or sovereigntist solutions favouring traditional hierarchies 
and cultural homogeneity; and calls for a shift from politics to culture 
in an opposition to globalisation (Laruelle, 2022, p. 309). Each chapter 
adapts these definitions to the needs of the concrete argument. 

A common position shared by the volume’s authors is that the usual 
forms of xenophobia—such as antisemitism, Islamophobia, and anti-
gypsyism, all expressed by various illiberal actors and populists—can no 
longer be analysed separately. The usefulness of the concept of xenopho-
bia has, in general, diminished since exclusionary politics has shifted its 
focus onto members of Central European national communities them-
selves: elites, civil society activists, and political opponents. In other 
words, the contemporary logic of exclusionary politics is no longer based 
on the in-group rejecting an out-group constructed on the grounds of 
racial, ethnic, national, or religious differences. Instead, the exclusionary 
discourse has evolved into a ubiquitous enmification (enemy-making) of 
various groups with shifting contours. Further, right-wing extremists are 
no longer the primary agents of this politics but are one among many 
who adopt dehumanising and exclusionary discourses. Studying a single 
actor—radical right, anti-Islam, or anti-gender activists—is also of limited 
interest if we do not consider more extensive societal processes and ten-
dencies. The shifts between various forms of Othering should be studied 
together with various actors pursuing strategies in particular contexts.

Xenophobia: old and new

The exhausted paradigm of ethnic Othering has already been theorised, 
as well as the far-right shifting from antisemitism to Islamophobia and 
even philosemitism. The significant resurgence of antisemitism and 
xenophobia was widely debated back during the mid-2000s, especially 
in France and Austria, in relation to the electoral successes of the then 
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National Front and Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ), and to increased 
levels of violent antisemitic acts in France. There was a noted change 
between old, conventional European antisemitism and its newer forms. 
Acts of the so-called antisémitisme nouveau were no longer perpetrated 
only by the extreme right but became increasingly associated with cer-
tain migrant groups (Peace, 2009; Taguieff, 2004). The debate centred 
around shifting the focus of antisemitic acts from the racialised Jew to 
politically antagonised Israel, and around the question of how much 
continuity there was between both forms of rejection. Besides the danger 
of moral relativism, it involves assessing the increased reverberations of 
international politics on the national scene. 

Matti Bunzl argued that “the old and new antisemitism are radically 
different phenomena, although perhaps not from the point of view of the 
victims” (Bunzl, 2005, p. 500). The author described “radical historical 
transformations in the status and function of European antisemitism” 
as well as in “the right-wing project”. Conventional antisemitism was 
linked to religious anti-Judaism and racial theory, and aimed to define 
and defend the “ethnic purity” of the national body in the process of 
creating nation-states. “New antisemitism”, on the other hand, comes at 
a point in which national states were completed. Judaism was integrat-
ed into Judeo-Christian civilisation, and Jews and other minorities have 
been recognised as citizens on par with all others in a liberal democracy. 
In recent decades, Jews have, in fact, become targets of antisemitic acts 
as Europeans and as symbolic representatives of hegemonic European 
policies: in France through the violence of immigrant youth in the 2000s; 
and in Hungary and other Central European countries through anti-So-
ros and anti-migration government campaigns in the 2010s (Pintilescu 
& Magyari, 2021; Kalmar, 2020a; Plenta, 2020).

In the 2010s, this new xenophobia spread across Western Europe in 
the form of Islamophobia. Anti-Muslim prejudice, the hallmark of rad-
ical right populism, was linked to international politics, the war on ter-
ror, and internal relations between the European majority and Muslim 
migrant minorities. It widely showcased a different logic than the earlier 
ethnic racism of neo-Nazi groups. In their pursuit of integration into 
mainstream politics, radical right parties have abandoned racial exclu-
sion and escaped the accusations of racism by cooperating with Jew-
ish groups and Israel. Far-right parties were courting Israel (FPÖ) and 
maintaining good relations with its Jewish communities (Fidesz). Their 
rejection of migration was based on ideological and cultural grounds: 
Muslims have been framed in civilisational terms. Rather than rejecting 
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guest workers as Turks or Arabs, anti-migrant groups have framed them 
as culturally different exponents of a foreign civilisation. The “Muslim”—
or the “Islamist”—has replaced the Jew as the main object of public polit-
ical outrage: “Jews no longer figure as the principal Other but as the 
veritable embodiment of the post-national order” (Bunzl, 2005, p. 502).

New xenophobia was considered rather abstract and ideological: “It 
is not a question of opposition to another ethnicity or race, but to anoth-
er religious ideology, which is considered incompatible with the values 
of modern Western societies” (Barša, 2006, p. 4). This new logic of exclu-
sion reflects changes in international politics. It operates with ideas such 
as the hierarchy of civilisations, the incompatibility of cultures, and the 
defence of purported liberal values against exponents of a supposedly 
incompatible other—the Muslim. In this new equation, post-national 
European xenophobia is Europe-centred and intent on defending civil-
isational hierarchies within the nation rather than an ethnical “purity”.  

While Bunzl’s new xenophobia explains the post-national implica-
tions of international politics on Western European political dynamics, 
Central Europe is a different story. Barely touched by multiculturalism, 
Central Europe has also been a space of successfully nationalised states 
with few internal ethnic minorities. The majoritarian and civilisationist 
perspectives in politics need to be analysed against the background of 
a rapid integration into the borderless European Union and globalised 
economy. New xenophobia is a feature of broader culturalised conflicts 
that not only target groups that could be construed as “foreign”—such 
as Roma, migrants and Muslims. Rather, culture wars polarise societies 
typically into patriotic nationals and post-national liberals—into normal 
people and cosmopolitan elites, etc. They produce enemies within the 
national population. That is why the concept of new xenophobia is of 
limited use. Retaining Bunzl’s new, civilisationist framing of the figure 
of the Other, we adopt culture wars as the temporary and explanatory 
framework of new exclusionary politics in Central Europe and Othering 
as the analytical perspective.

Culture wars: post-communist political dynamics

Culture wars refer to political conflicts and cleavages over symbols, val-
ues, and social norms that overshadow or rearticulate socio-economic 
forms of political conflict and cleavage (Hesová, 2021b).  Culture wars 
typically build on a perception of hostility between “us” and “them” 
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that does not allow for negotiation or a compromise, but feeds on mor-
al panic and a perception of deep polarisation between two opposing 
groups. It is worth recalling significant events, as they will build this 
book’s temporal and political framework. First, though, one should offer 
a workable definition.

The phrase “culture wars” was coined in 1992 by James D. Hunter, to 
describe the polarisation between secular humanists and biblical conser-
vatives in the US. In Europe, culturalised conflicts seemed to have sim-
ilar features. These conflicts became significant around 2013, with large 
mobilisations protesting gay marriage in France (Hesová, 2021b). They 
spread throughout Central and Eastern Europe, mobilising around the 
concept of “gender” and LGBT+ rights in 2013, followed by backlash to 
the so-called migration crisis in 2015. Even after migration pressure sub-
sided, culture wars have remained a recurrent feature of Central Euro-
pean politics as new contentious issues have emerged: abortions, trans 
rights, etc. 

From the perspective of many of the far-right’s protagonists, culture 
wars are about defending local, traditional social norms and religious 
symbols against liberal change or, alternatively, resisting neo-conserva-
tive pressure, which impedes social progress. Although we commonly 
understand culture wars as ideological confrontations between liberals 
and conservatives, according to the American model, culturalised con-
flicts in East Central Europe do not fit the same ideological pattern. 
Culturalised confrontations vary widely across the region. They usually 
revolve around a contentious incident (a bill in parliament, the erection 
of a statue, a provocative speech) framed as controversial and threaten-
ing values and norms, thus not allowing for negotiation or compromise. 
A culture war usually feeds on a moral panic involving an Other who 
is framed as an enemy or a folk devil that threatens the moral values of 
society (Cohen, 2002). Two sides of the conflict usually pursue it. A cul-
ture war is usually willed and develops into a conflict through inten-
tional provocations, domineering, or self-victimising discursive strategies 
(Hesová, 2021b). 

As we have argued elsewhere (Hesová, 2021b), the concept of culture 
wars is ambiguous because it combines an analytical category (a type of 
culturalised conflict and cleavage) with a practical or an actor’s category 
(mobilising, delegitimising, or otherwise instrumentalised category) that 
engages the positionality of those who use it. Following Brubaker and 
Cooper’s (2000) methodological example, we, therefore, prefer to use 
“culture wars” as a descriptor of a set of concrete culturalised conflicts 
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around values, symbols, and social norms that involve “us and them” 
logic and superimpose themselves atop socio-economic cleavages in dis-
tinct fields of confrontation. Because these fields of confrontation are 
directly related to the iterations of Othering, it is helpful to define them 
in greater detail.

According to the field of confrontation, over the past decade, there 
have been at least three types of polarising culturalised politics in East 
Central Europe (Hesová, 2021b). The first is the politics of memory. The 
relationship to the past was the first issue around which polarised opin-
ion camps were formed, particularly regarding communist or World War 
II legacies. Controversies around the culpability for (or complicity in) 
crimes against the Jews in Poland, the rehabilitation of Horthy’s regime 
in Hungary, and historical revisionism and the Ustasha state in Croa-
tia, are examples of what are called “memory wars”, in which nationally 
inclined politicians, journalists, and activists usually attempt to weaken 
the European memory framework in order to promote a more nation-
alistic approach to war commemoration that opposes critical thinking 
(Milošević & Trošt, 2021; Pavlaković & Pauković, 2019). Memory wars 
have been fought mainly in Slovakia, where nationalist and radical right 
actors have sought to rehabilitate the memory of the so-called Slovak 
state through the usage of symbols and the erection of statues against 
the resistance of liberal historiographers. The Slovak state (1939–1945) 
was a Nazi protectorate and the first attempt at Slovak independence. 
In Czechia, war commemoration was analysed in the case of the annual 
celebration of the city of Pilsen (Naxera & Krčál, 2022). Miloš Zeman 
(the country’s president in 2013–2023) animated minor but persistent 
controversies attempting to undermine the memory of prominent lib-
eral interwar publicist Ferdinand Peroutka (see Krčál, 2017, p. 87). 
More prominent are conflicts about the status and interpretation of the 
communist period, where resurgent anti-communism attempts to keep 
framing the period in moral categories (Slačálek, 2021a, 2021b; see also 
Kopeček, 2021). 

The second type of culture war is fought on the battlefield of identity 
politics. The critical year of 2015 led to the unpredictable polarisation 
of Central European societies around the perceived threat of migration 
and Islam. In virtually all Visegrád countries, public and media reac-
tion to the arrival of a million refugees from Turkey through the Bal-
kans primarily focused on the nature of Islam and the alleged threat 
it poses to “Christian values” (see Cichocki & Jabkowski, 2019). Most 
media and practically the whole political class rejected the European 
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Commission’s plans to distribute refugees throughout Europe. The Viseg-
rád Four elite found a new consistency and role in opposition to Muslim 
migration (cf. Wondreys, 2021; Tabosa, 2020; Kalmar, 2018b; Kazharski, 
2018; Krzyżanowski, 2018). Although led by social-democratic parties, 
the Czech and Slovak coalition governments joined right-wing opposi-
tion in decrying Western multiculturalism. In Czechia, more than in Slo-
vakia, demonstrations and counter-demonstrations were held by those 
who opposed Islam and migration and those who called for a humanitar-
ian approach (Navrátil & Kluknavská, 2023; Císař & Navrátil, 2019). The 
division ran deep into the private sphere and was accompanied by public 
hysteria. Anti-Muslim suspicion and anti-migration political stances have 
become defining features of Czech and Slovak politics since 2015.

The politics of morality constitutes the last—and so far, the most active—
battleground of the Central European culture wars. Since around 2013, 
reproductive and minority rights have been framed by a newly emergent 
neoconservative discourse of “gender ideology” as threatening tradi-
tional norms and nativist goals of Central European nations (Maďarová 
& Hardoš, 2022; Valkovičová & Meier, 2022; Svatoňová, 2021; Vargov-
číková, 2021; O’Sullivan & Krulišová, 2020; Kováts, 2018). Of all cul-
ture wars, the new politics of morality is the most connected with US 
culture wars. A network of transnational activists has brought discursive 
elements (a secular talk of rights) and repertoires of action (petitions, 
referenda, lawsuits, legislative proposals, pro-life marches) into Central 
Europe and have been met with slowly growing discursive framing of 
progress on sexual minority rights and reproductive rights as a “gender 
ideology”. In 2015 the Slovak referendum on precluding gay marriage, 
sex education in schools, and adoption by gay couples failed, but was 
preceded by mass mobilisation. It has since energised the Slovak con-
servative scene and demonstrated the political power of culture wars. 
Abortion, “gender”, and LGBT+ rights have since become battlefields for 
the leadership of the right-wing. In Slovakia and elsewhere, right-wing, 
far-right, and various populist parties fight over the hegemony in the 
national conservative camp. In Czechia, a 2018 equal marriage bill was 
followed by a counterproposal and in Slovakia, the 2014 constitutional 
amendment enshrined marriage as a union between a man and a woman. 
Since 2018, both equal marriage and the so-called Istanbul Convention 
have stalled. In both countries, pro-life marches regularly occur, with 
record attendance in Slovakia (50,000 people in Bratislava in 2019; see 
Gehrerová & Bacíková, 2019). The Slovak conservative parliament keeps 
discussing bills aiming to restrict abortion access. 
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These three distinct arenas of the culture wars have caused several 
bouts of moral panic around the purported threats of communism, Islam 
and migration, and “gender”. They have produced their lasting cleav-
ages: between the political mainstream and revisionist memory warriors, 
between patriots and “welcomers”, and between social conservatives and 
liberals. They occasionally have identifiable social and regional dimen-
sions, but they more often involve a sense of a confrontation between an 
established elite and a counter-elite. The divisions sometimes coalesce 
into superpolarisation around a salient issue, such as migration in the 
2018 presidential elections in Czechia, and sometimes they are overshad-
owed by other, more pressing issues, such as state capture in the 2019 
Slovak presidential elections. 

A significant feature of the Central European culture wars is the 
production of manifold Others based on a variety of dichotomies: the 
national vs. the post-national or cosmopolitan when it comes to mem-
ory and relation to the EU (Furedi, 2018); the Muslim migrant vs. the 
European of Christian heritage or European civilisation; the patriot 
vs. the liberal multiculturalist; the Czech coffee house vs. the Czech 
pub when it comes to identity (Jaworsky, 2021); and the conservative 
vs. the liberal or the “woke” when it comes to morality (Maďarová 
& Hardoš, 2022). This sheer proliferation of Othering warrants a defi-
nition of the concept.

Othering: a definition

The term “Othering” is this volume’s central analytical perspective and 
theoretical contribution. While every chapter approaches Othering from 
a specific perspective, the book shares the following assumptions. Oth-
ering is used primarily to analyse instances of public enmity, resting on 
the processes of enemy-making and inducing moral panics. Othering, as 
Nociar argues in his chapter, is a multidimensional process of identity 
creation through social differentiation that transforms diversity into oth-
erness in order to produce and further reproduce a distinction between 
a dominant in-group (“us”) and a subordinate out-group (“them”) where 
the latter is being stereotyped, stigmatised, and discriminated against 
(see also Dervin, 2015; Jensen, 2011; Staszak, 2009). Othering is a prote-
an, multi-layered process that feeds on and reformulates existing cultural 
tropes: liberalism has been accused of being worse than communism, 
and Brussels elites are routinely compared to Moscow’s iron hand in 
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leading the communist bloc, etc. The perspective of Othering has been 
increasingly applied to current political narratives by post-colonial theo-
rists, anthropologists, and political scientists to examine the assumptions 
and implications of various forms of Othering to study power relations 
and political strategies critically. 

The concept of Othering has its roots in Hegel’s dialectic of Master 
and Slave, and has been developed in several disciplines (Brons, 2015). 
One of the most important is psychoanalysis, where the production of 
the Other is a process of constituting the Self. Such an approach was 
notably applied in postcolonial theory to critically explore the constitu-
tion of the European subject through the construction of Europe’s Oth-
ers, typically colonial, subaltern subjects: Islam and Muslims (Wintle, 
2016; Thomas-Olalde & Velho, 2011). The production of the Other con-
structs a hierarchy between the dominating Self and the subaltern Oth-
er (Spivak, 1988; Said, 1978). The postcolonial perspective on relations 
between the colonial and the colonised was extended to the study of 
European societies themselves and their inner Other, such as the Roma 
(Creţan, Covaci, & Jucu, 2023; Clark, 2015; Trehan & Kóczé, 2009), Mus-
lim immigrants (Fielder & Catalano, 2017), and “minority cultures” of 
ethnically diverse urban populations (El-Tayeb, 2011).

From the postcolonial perspective, the (subaltern, non-modern) Oth-
er lacks what the (European, liberal, emancipated) Self exhibits through 
the distinction. Typically, liberal feminist Selves may empower them-
selves as self-responsible individuals through the Othering of Muslim 
women as victims of patriarchal oppression (Scharff, 2011). In other 
contexts, Othering maintains a desirable “civilisational” hierarchy but 
accentuates fears and apprehension of a threatening Other. The Othering 
of Roma populations can adopt the Orientalist dichotomies of civilised 
vs. barbarian, rational vs. irrational, European vs. not European (Lam-
brev, Traykov, & Kirova, 2018, p. 3; Alliance against Antigypsyism, 2017) 
but also a language of social difference: petty crime, work, residency, 
and housing issues, as well as access to social welfare and other forms of 
social privileges (Ort, 2022; Slačálek, 2021c; Walach, 2020; Slavíčková, 
2015).

Othering can be a  tool of distinction and hierarchisation, rivalry, 
competition, fear, and the affirmation of an exclusive ethnonational or 
racial identity. An example is the presence of the cultural tropes that 
the far-right exploits to advance its narratives in ordinary speech. In 
her analysis of a xenophobic speech by the British National Front, Sara 
Ahmed (2014, p. 1) writes: 
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The narrative works through Othering; the “illegal immigrants” and “bogus 
asylum seekers” are those who are “not us” and who, in not being us, endan-
ger what is ours. Such others threaten to take away from what “you” have, as 
the legitimate subject of the nation, as the one who is the actual recipient of 
national benefits. The narrative invites the reader to adopt the “you” by work-
ing on emotions: becoming this “you” would mean developing a particular 
rage against these illegitimate others, who are represented as “swarms” in the 
nation.

Focusing on how the speech describes, expresses, and organises rela-
tions between a national majority and minority in migration societies, 
Ahmed showed that constructing the Other is not an abstract process but 
rather always a socially and culturally situated process. It is inscribed in 
narratives around job security, income, and national identity and bur-
dened with emotions such as rage and feelings of injustice and threat. 
Particularly of interest is a geopolitical reversal of the figure of the Other 
in relation to Europe. Some Central European populist and far-right 
discourses use a postcolonial strategy to stand up against the EU’s per-
ceived colonising influence. Othering can be “geopolitical and norma-
tive” (Slootmaeckers, 2020, p. 352), for example, in relation to national 
conservative and populist resistance to the normative power of the EU 
regarding sexual minority rights.

To summarise this volume’s theoretical background: analysing culture 
wars as a context of exclusionary politics, rather than liberal-democrat-
ic consensus, provides a different framework for exclusionary politics. 
Rather than framing exclusionary discourses as the extreme, it allows 
for exploring how various forms of exclusion have become an ordinary 
feature of politics that feeds on polarisation. Further, in this context, 
it is more beneficial to study the processes and discourse of Othering 
rather than exclusion. While exclusionary politics implies a systematic 
or institutional marginalisation, the concept of Othering covers softer 
forms of projecting mutually different identities and discursive and sym-
bolic strategies of stigmatisation, alienation, and differentiation (see also 
Lazaridis, Campani, & Benveniste, 2016).

Main findings on the Others and Othering

Departing from previous discussions of old and new xenophobia, culture 
wars, and perspectives on Othering presented above, the authors of this 
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volume were free to adapt these theoretical assumptions to their specific 
studies. Hence, the result is a collage of different topics and method-
ological approaches, including discourse analysis, morphological anal-
ysis of ideology, archive research, field research, and statistical analysis. 
The authors have developed an original typology of Othering to make 
sense of the changes and continuities, distinguishing between vertical 
Othering—which targets an Other who is at a similar or lower place in 
the social hierarchy (Roma, liberals, Muslims)—and between horizontal 
Othering—which relates to the powerful Other and its hegemony (liberal 
elites, Brussels and the EU, the West). There are also instances of a reverse 
form of Othering in which a group reacts to its perceived rejection or its 
unwanted minority status by rejecting a powerful Other. These forms are 
increasingly combined, as Othering no longer serves the simple purpose 
of self-definition against a horizontal Other. Instead, vertical Othering 
is used as a tool in counter-hegemonic projects targeting the Other as 
purportedly powerful. Several studies note the emergence of the EU as 
a major or even primary Other.

To better understand how specific enemy figures appeared and 
became salient figures in Czech and Slovak politics over the past decade, 
most chapters focus mainly on shifts between various Others and their 
combinations, and the recurring tropes applied to changing Others and 
the transformations of the cultural logic of Othering. In doing so, most 
studies deal in some way with anti-Muslim Othering in its manifold con-
nections to other forms of enemy-making. This research has revealed how 
the construction of Muslims as enemies draws on some tropes and logic 
established through anti-Roma racism, or how Muslims are accompanied 
by other characters who can have different functions for anti-Muslim 
activists. At the same time, Roma, and especially Muslims, are always 
imagined as related to the political elites, both national and internation-
al, and to the “liberals”. Sometimes, this relationship bears an unmissa-
ble conspiratorial undertone: Western / EU / progressive / neo-Marxist 
politicians, feminist activists, gender scholars, and LGBT+ people plot-
ting to destroy the traditional family and replace the “indigenous” Euro-
pean population with Muslims. 

The chapters focus on the variegated practice of Othering, which has 
warranted several hypotheses about the practice of Othering in contem-
porary Central European culture wars. The first theoretical point is that 
the notion of substitution of one Other for another is insufficient. Instead, 
there is a superimposition and a hierarchy of Others. Enemy-making has 
become so generalised that discourses targeting a new Other (“Islam”, 
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“gender”, “Brussels”) usually continue to refer to older Others to justify 
or strengthen the new form of exclusion. Former Others may be recycled 
and reused as secondary Others (see the chapter by Jan Charvát and Ondřej 
Slačálek in this volume)—sometimes in quite surprising ways (e.g., the 
figure of a Jewish doctor used for the Slovak nationalist project as shown 
by Miloslav Szabó in his chapter)—but their inherent alterity is always 
maintained. Hence, antisemitism, for example, continues to matter, even 
if it remains subordinated to new forms of Othering. Whereas the objects 
of Othering change, some patterns appear to persist: mobilisation against 
the Other is motivated by the purported favourisation of the Others 
(Roma, Muslims, sexual minorities, so-called “genderists”) by the state or 
another powerful entity (Brussels) at the expense of “normal” or “decent” 
(that is: deserving) people or national subjects.

A second point concerns a certain opportunism characterising the 
far-right mobilisations and the Othering targets they pick up. During 
the 2010s, we could observe how “Muslims” were placed on the agenda 
because of the refugee crisis. However, as things went on, this charac-
ter was eventually overshadowed by an Other who is geographically or 
ideologically part of the “decadent West”, professes a “culture of death”, 
and adheres to “gender ideology”. Whether or not this expresses conti-
nuity with some antisemitic imaginaries, by the end of the decade, it was 
the purported hegemony of European liberalism that became the main 
object of far-right Othering. 

In fact, with the development of culture wars, the image of the Other 
has become so blurred that the emperor’s new clothes could hardly have 
been overlooked: there is no tangible Other at the core of Othering. Be 
it Muslims or the notion of “gender”, the object is as fictitious as Sar-
tre’s (1976) Jew. Eva Svatoňová looks at Othering from the perspective 
of the postfoundational discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouffe (2014 [1985]) and other theoreticians. She argues that the idea of 
the Other can be studied as an empty signifier in a chain of equivalence 
of various enemy figures in their larger discursive net. The emptiness 
of the Other is why Othering is such a powerful mobilising strategy. In 
a polarising culture war, actors do not share the same idea of the ene-
my figure; in fact, they often have very different representations of the 
purported danger. It is precisely the vacuity of the Other that allows the 
unity of former liberals, former neo-Nazis, radical right populists, and 
the Catholic Church on one front of a culture war. 

In conclusion, as the practice of Othering became generalised, the 
Czech and Slovak public spheres witnessed a thorough normalisation 
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and mainstreaming of far-right tropes and ideology. This mainstreaming 
occurred due to an adaptation of various exclusionary narratives to liber-
al expectations of the public sphere. In its culturalised and civilisationist 
form, exclusionary discourse appears purified of its earlier biologically 
racist and neo-Nazi content. In a reversal of tropes, today’s exclusionary 
actors selectively claim liberal or feminist values and Holocaust memory 
to justify and normalise exclusionary or conspiratorial narratives. More-
over, they are successful. Many culturalised exclusionary discourses have 
been firmly established in society’s mainstream.

Anti-Muslim prejudice appears to have played a disproportionate role 
in the generalisation of Othering and the mainstreaming of new xeno-
phobia. In a total absence of any sizeable Muslim population or Muslim 
migration, the imaginary Muslim continues to play the role of a significant 
Other. Assorted nowadays to newer counter-hegemonic narratives target-
ing the purportedly decadent European West or in conspiratorial narra-
tives of the so-called Great Replacement, the “Muslim” remains the one 
tangible Other. Anti-Muslim prejudice has also been linked to the image 
of Europe as the Other during the so-called migration crisis. The presence 
of Europe continues to function as a normative reference because of its 
human rights policies and multicultural societies. However, for many, it is 
precisely Europe’s normative claim that has become their primary Other.

If there is a correlation between the proliferation of far-right Othering 
in the culture wars of the 2010s, and the increased acceptance of far-right 
claims, the question is: what caused what? Some chapters suggest that 
various narratives have been used and adapted by the far-right to trans-
form and become recognised as mainstream, and that this mainstreaming 
did not encounter any strong resistance from the centre. New cultur-
al-political repertoires and communication channels have also allowed 
a large swath of the citizenry to be politicised. The need to be recognised 
as part of the mainstream and to escape victimisation and minority sta-
tus may have intensified various other practices. We could speculate as 
to whether the weakening of the bonds of social solidarity and public 
service in a globalising context creates ever more of a pressing demand 
on the symbolic performance of the majority, and of one’s place within it.

The contents of the book

Zora Hesová analyses the transformation of anti-Islam discourse in 
2010s Czechia. She reconstructs the process of the mainstreaming of 
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anti-Islam, showing how an originally extreme-right issue was gradually 
integrated into the mainstream and fully taken over by the parliamentary 
culturalist of the far-right. Analysing various framings of Islam as the 
Other, Hesová reveals that the actors who brought and adapted foreign 
tropes by no means represented only the far-right parties, but also for-
mer Czechoslovak exiles returning from Western Europe and special-
ised anti-Islam activists. Finally, she argues that anti-Islam discourse has 
recently returned in a different form as part of a  larger nascent New 
Right Czech scene. Here, anti-Islam discourse is the glue for a narrative 
integrating several Others (e.g. gender, the EU, the bureaucratical global 
class, migrants) in a larger conspiratorial narrative.

Martin Koubek compares two contentious episodes that reflect the 
transformations of Othering in 2010s Czechia: the anti-Roma protests of 
2011 and the anti-Islam protests of 2015. Based on a content and claim 
analysis of press coverage, Koubek points out that the two mobilisations 
differed substantially. While the number of protests radically diminished 
between 2011 and 2015, the anti-Islam wave was characterised by the 
strong involvement of the elites. A radical change occurred in the fram-
ing of the Other: while Roma were framed as a socio-economic threat to 
coexistence, Muslims were seen as a symbolic, cultural threat to Europe-
an values and identity, jeopardising its religious and moral values. This 
does not mean, however, that the socio-economic Othering of Roma dis-
appeared, as this framing remained in the press. Besides this multiplying 
negativity from elites towards the Others, a third element has entered 
Othering processes, with international institutions such as the EU being 
increasingly targeted.

Václav Walach offers a case study of the culture wars that unfolded 
in the Czech city of Havířov in the 2010s. Drawing on the recent nar-
rative turn in populism research, Walach focuses on the populist and 
anti-populist narratives that revolved around the alleged conspiracy of 
the powerful to move stigmatised social categories secretly (i.e., Roma 
and refugees/Muslims) to the town. Walach analyses three forms of Oth-
ering, which allows for a more nuanced understanding of the dynamics 
and circumstances of political conflict between the far-right challengers 
and Havířov’s predominantly left-wing political elite: horizontal (non-
elite adversaries), vertical (elite adversaries), and reverse (populists as 
the object of Othering). Unlike Koubek, Walach highlights what Roma 
and Muslims share in (not only) populist narratives: the social and cul-
tural “unadaptability” associated with the abuse of social welfare, crimi-
nality, and asserting their ways of life, and a strong connection with elite 
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interests that are at odds with the interests of “ordinary people”, such as 
the residents of the neighbourhoods where the refugees are to be moved.

Tomáš Nociar gives an overview of how Slovak parliamentary far-
right parties portrayed specific ethnic groups as different threats to 
the local population during the 2010s. Drawing on the morphological 
approach to the study of ideology, his analysis of the parties’ electoral 
manifestos and magazines also reveals a shift in the far-right prioriti-
sation of targeted ethnic groups within the Slovak context. While the 
anti-Hungarian and antisemitic Othering gradually lost its significance 
over the decade, the anti-Roma, and primarily anti-immigrant/Islam-
ophobic Othering came to dominate the nativist discourse of the elec-
torally successful far-right. In parallel to the Czech development, the 
refugee crisis significantly altered the focus of far-right Othering, with 
a shift towards civilisational framing that relies on the construction of 
Islam as a way of life in competition with the European one. However, 
it should not be overlooked that in the far-right ideological imagination, 
Muslims also share some features with Roma as a demographic, social, 
and security threat.

Jan Charvát and Ondřej Slačálek develop the concept of the 
so-called “secondary Others” in their chapter, based on an observation 
that most episodes of the culture wars in 2010s Czechia focus on mul-
tiple Others, who can be classified into primary and secondary groups 
according to their significance in specific mobilisations. Engaging with 
the secondary Others present in anti-Islam/refugee and anti-COVID 
mobilisations, the authors construe a typology of functions ascribed to 
these Others: alibi, protection, cause, confirmation, and replacement. 
Roma thus act as an alibi for anti-Islamists, allegedly proving their lack 
of racism, and the Roma-related trope of weak social integration gets 
transferred to the Muslims. This analysis shows how Othering functions 
as a protean, multi-layered process that feeds on existing cultural tropes 
(contamination, non-adaptation, privileges) and reformulates them to be 
applicable in pursuing broader goals and how some secondary Others 
can, over time, become the primary Others. Such was the case of “liberal 
Western Europe”, “Brussels”, or “liberal elites”, which emerged as a chief 
enemy of the anti-COVID movement.

Jakub Ort looks at the Czech Catholic Church as an actor of Other-
ing. Unlike in Slovakia, the Czech Church is a minority actor with declin-
ing membership. The perception of being a minority led the conservative 
leadership of the Czech Church to gradually adopt political strategies 
that made it a major actor of the anti-gender mobilisation. The change 
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came during the process of complete separation between Church and 
State, during which the institution was restored its formerly nationalised 
properties. During this process, the Church saw itself as a horizontally 
defined minority whose leadership was politicised during the somewhat 
controversial process of negotiating the settlement with the State. To 
overcome its perceived marginalisation and minority status, the conser-
vative hierarchy underwent a shift and decided to play a more important 
role in co-defining Czech national identity. It started to systematically 
accuse other minoritised groups (sexual minorities, female activists) of 
having privileged access to power and of “silencing the majority” that the 
Church claimed to represent. As a result, the Czech Church has “heavily 
demonised the Others”, including Muslim immigrants, and turned to 
the far-right like the Slovak Church, at least under the leadership of 
archbishop Dominik Duka. Ort shows this shift to the far-right as an 
effect of the changing opportunity structure and a convergence between 
a shift from Christianity to Christianism within the Church, and the rise 
of national conservative populism outside it.

Eva Svatoňová deals with the diffusion of the discourse on “gender 
ideology” by several Czech actors, from neoliberals, pro-Russian groups 
and anti-gender activists to the Church—and finally to the parliamentary 
right and far-right. Borrowing the perspectives of new social movement 
studies and of post-foundational discourse theory, Svatoňová analyses 
how the phrase “gender ideology” was brought in by early innovators to 
be adopted by various actors and resisted by others. The process of adop-
tion and adaptation has emptied “gender ideology” of any single mean-
ing and invested it with a plethora of anti-hegemonic positions targeting 
the liberal West as the Other. This chapter shows that it was precisely the 
emptiness of the notion of “gender ideology” that helped these groups 
endow the signifier with various meanings, to unite as one bloc and act 
as a powerful mobilising tool.

Pavol Hardoš analyses the construal of “gender ideology” as a tool 
of Othering in the Slovak conservative narrative. He situates “gender 
ideology” in relation to the conceptual core of conservative thought and 
discourse. He traces the use and adoption of anti-gender discourse by 
Slovak conservative, far-right, and conspiracist actors. He argues that it 
has been used as a “combat concept”, so he shows two significant aspects 
of Othering. The adoption of the shifting trope of “gender ideology” 
allowed conservative ideologues to weaponise the vocabulary of their 
opponents and construct a convenient enemy for their critique of per-
ceived social changes. Besides targeting the opponents as the Other and 
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exponents of the liberal West, this led to a redrawing of the entire polit-
ical discursive field around the opposition between conservativism and 
Western liberalism. Hardoš argues that the combination with the con-
spiracist narrative has given “gender ideology” a further antihegemonic 
potential.

Miloslav Szabó deals with the forms of normalising of the Slovak 
far-right over the past decade. He examines the role of Othering in the 
shifts in the far-right strategy from the extreme (neo-Nazi) to the merely 
illiberal radical right. Szabó deviates from discussing the success of Kot-
leba’s ĽSNS to gain enough support and respectability to win regional 
elections and join the parliament. Instead, he focuses on analysing the 
role of anti-gender tropes (especially concerning abortion) with former 
neo-Nazis. Szabó shows that the change in target and framing of the 
enemy image was instrumental to the changing self-presentation and the 
gradual normalisation of the far-right. Part of “the ambivalent process 
of Othering” was the recasting of older tropes into new contexts, in this 
case, the reappropriation of a liberal framing of a crime against humanity 
(the Holocaust) to express a conservative position in a polarising way 
(condemnation of abortion) and to vent demographic fears, as embodied 
by the image of an anti-abortion Jewish doctor. Such an enemy image of 
Western liberalism and a “culture of death” allows the far-right to recast 
nationalist positions in a “respectable” way, even with the strong pres-
ence of reversed antisemitic tropes. 

Pavel Baloun concludes this volume with a historical study on the 
framing of “wandering Gypsies” in interwar Czechoslovakia, which has 
here an important place, given the attention paid to the role of the inter-
national protection of minoritised groups and different policies enacted 
in Czech and Slovak parts of the country. Unlike the Jews, who were the 
nation’s primary racial Other, the “Gypsies” were not defined by their 
ethnic and linguistic difference but rather by their social position and by 
a lifestyle that stood in opposition to the expectations of a bureaucratic 
state. He shows the role of the international protection of minorities and 
liberal values in Czechoslovak administrations dealing with non-seden-
tary Roma. Baloun reveals how the authorities oscillated between the 
harsh control of a group defined by vagrancy and petty criminality in 
the Czech region, and attempts at assimilation in the Slovak region. To 
avoid clashes with the internationally imposed protection of minorities, 
the Roma were framed as socially different (the “scourge of the coun-
tryside”) rather than as an ethnic minority. The “Gypsy schools” that 
were established in the 1920s contributed significantly to the racial 
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understanding of the label “Gypsy”. The overall backwardness attribut-
ed to the “East of the Republic” deepened the process of the racialisation 
of the “Gypsies”. This allowed for the development of the assimilationist 
approach towards this segregated group. However, the exact definition 
of the “Gypsies” as a racial group in the centre of Czechoslovakia clashed 
with the extensive interpretation of international law on the protection 
of minorities.

Bibliographical note: When the authors quote a text originally written in Czech 
and Slovak, they have provided the translation by themselves throughout the book. 
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2. From Fear of Islam to Civilisational 
Dominance: Transformations of Czech 
Anti-Islamism in the 2010s

Zora Hesová

Introduction

In early 2015, the Czech Republic entered a new reality. An anti-Muslim 
movement, born online and thrust into the public sphere, gained momen-
tum during the latter part of the year when the drama of the so-called 
migration crisis unfolded. Quite unexpectedly, the leader of this anti-Mus-
lim scene came not from the far-right but from the margins of blogging 
activism. Martin Konvička was initially just a concerned citizen, an asso-
ciate professor of biology at a regional university with a notable record in 
ecology activism. As an anti-Islam activist, he had ambitions. After the first 
public protests in the wake of the Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris in early 
2015, he promised within a year to “fill Letná”, the site of the massive pro-
tests that took place on November 25 1989 (Kopecký, 2015). To the crowds, 
it seemed possible at the time. The following November, he was invited to 
the commemoration of the student revolt of 1989. He appeared on stage 
alongside Miloš Zeman, the nation’s first directly elected president. His 
presence alongside the president meant that anti-Muslim rhetoric gained 
symbolic recognition and was never to leave Czech political space. For 
months to come, Islam—not migration or asylum policies—became the 
main issue of divisive public debates. Konvička, nevertheless, did not 
manage to match his 2015 success. His type of specialised, monothematic 
anti-Islam activism did not translate into political capital. The issue was 
fully co-opted by Tomio Okamura, a professional radical right-wing popu-
list—and occasionally used by other populist-acting politicians. 

But if the original anti-Islam activism was just a flash in the pan, its 
proponents have recently made a comeback in a new context. Former 
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anti-Islam figures have merged with radical right and conservative fig-
ures in an emerging alt-right activist and media scene. In 2019, they first 
appeared together at a small summer festival called “Patriotic Meeting” 
in Příčovy, South Bohemia. Erstwhile anti-Islam activists had spent the 
second part of the decade integrating their anti-Muslim activism into 
a broader discourse that encompasses various enemy figures: Muslims, 
feminists, “gender”, Europe, liberalism, globalisation, etc. They have 
allied themselves with the traditional far-right, former communists, fun-
damentalist Christians, radical right-wing populists in Parliament, the 
Home Guard movement, the “alternative media scene”, and associates 
of Václav Klaus and Miloš Zeman, two former Czech presidents. In this 
new constellation, Islam pales in importance compared to other “threats” 
such as “gender”, “free speech,” political correctness, and “liberal elites”. 
Still, anti-Islam discourse continues to offer a unifying framework for 
this new “patriotic” ideology.

Integrating anti-Islam discourse into a larger project follows trends 
visible elsewhere on the so-called “New Right” scene (Gianoncelli, 2021; 
Zúquete, 2008; Bar-On, 2006). In the new global alt-right, various dis-
courses converge to reassert racial and gender hierarchies across vari-
ous identity politics. Unlike France and Germany, the Czech Republic 
had not historically been a producer of New Right ideologies. Earlier, 
Czech anti-Islamism was also a passive offshoot of various US-American 
and European trends. However, the Czech “patriotic” scene gradually 
became a site of a local ideological adaptation of “new patriotism”, which 
managed to integrate various anti-system, populist and “alt-right” tropes 
and figures. As this chapter will argue, anti-Islam figures were, in fact, the 
main engine of “patriotic” ideological production.

The following text aims to analyse how anti-Islam discourse was 
mainstreamed and integrated into broader political discourses and strat-
egies. Rather than examining the political scene as a whole, this study 
will focus on the political fate and the discursive evolution of the leaders 
of single-issue anti-Islam activism that entered the public sphere in 2015 
and re-emerged in 2019. After they were politically dispossessed of their 
issue, several of the anti-Islam activists turned to other projects instead. 
The most successful undertaking was the ideological production that 
placed anti-Islamism within the civilisationist, declinist, and anti-global-
ist context of the New Right.  

This chapter aims to look into anti-Islamism’s second life as a vehi-
cle for broader anti-globalisation resentment, and to analyse the trans-
formations of the Czech anti-Islam discourse of the 2010s in three 
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stages. Part one will reconstruct the process of its mainstreaming—
revealing how anti-Islamism escaped the narrow field of the extreme 
right, became an independent issue around 2009, entered mainstream 
public discourse in 2015, and was eventually co-opted by professional 
radical right populism. The second part will turn to discursive shifts 
and analyse various actors—rarely the activists themselves—whose fram-
ing contributed to integrating anti-Islamism into mainstream political 
discourses. The third part will analyse the role of anti-Islamism in the 
emerging alt-right scene. 

From radicalisation to the mainstream

Anti-Islam activism effectively did not enter the Czech Republic’s main-
stream public sphere until 2015. Before that, it had been present for at 
least a decade in the increasingly marginal and racist far-right scene. The 
mainstreaming of the topic fell to the monothematic anti-Islam activism 
that brought it out of the far-right to the various public figures that made 
its tropes more palatable to the public. 

This first subchapter will trace the political mainstreaming of anti-Is-
lamism between 2009 and 2015, to set the stage for analysing the discur-
sive mainstreaming of anti-Islamism, and later for its integration into 
a broader civilisational narrative. Due to the fluidity of anti-Islam con-
tent, every subchapter will bring forth a new definition of the changing 
meaning of anti-Islamism. 

The far-right against Islam

Anti-Muslim activism has long been a far-right issue. As early as the 
1990s, Muslims and Arabs were targeted alongside Roma and other 
foreigners by the neo-Nazi scene. By the end of the 2000s, intentional 
Islamophobic acts had become more frequent and provocative, serving 
as a  signature of the extremist, non-parliamentary right. Nationalist 
and extreme right groups such as the National Party (Národní strana) 
have carried out several campaigns targeting Muslim places of worship, 
in which they, for example, left a pig’s head near a mosque in Prague, 
hung up posters with the notorious Danish cartoons of 2008 in Brno and 
Prague, and sprayed “STOP ISLAMU NE” (STOP, NO TO ISLAM) on 
a prayer room in Brno (Mareš et al., 2015). 



46

Islamophobia marked an ideological turn for the far-right. While in 
2006, the National Resistance Group (Národní odpor) had supported 
Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s efforts against the USA and 
Israel, in 2011 it held demonstrations against Islam. In 2013, the notori-
ous rock group Ortel, famous among the far-right, came out with a song 
entitled “Mosque” (Mešita), equating Islam with terror. In 2014, the far-
right Workers’ Party of Social Justice (Dělnická strana pro sociální sprav-
edlnost, DSSS) protested “Islamisation” in the spa town of Teplice, while 
a youth group called Pro-Vlast (For the Homeland) stained the Prague 
Mosque with pig’s blood in 2015.

The feeling of civilisational superiority towards Islam had multiplied 
the far-right’s roster of enemies or, for some, had replaced the racism and 
neo-Nazi references of the old far-right. Among the above, the “nation-
al-socialist” party DSSS is the longest-running project with an explicit 
stance against Islam. Long focused on scapegoating Roma, its prede-
cessor, Dělnická strana (the Workers’ Party), was banned by the court 
in 2010. It has since renamed itself and added Islam to its list of ene-
mies. The leader of the party, Tomáš Vandas, has frequently appeared 
with members of the later-formed “patriotic scene”. The growing list of 
enemies that ended up including Muslims can also be evidenced by the 
widely commented Czech language website White-Media.info, hosted in 
the USA between 2009 and 2019. Before being taken down due to GDPR 
infringement, it was known for publishing lists of enemies, including 
their personal information. In addition to “immigrants”, “perverts ”, and 
“neo-Marxists”, it published lists of “xenophiles”, meaning people who 
defended foreigners and Muslims. 

Single-issue anti-Islam breakthrough

The end of the first decade after 2001 signalled a turn of events. 2009 
marked the start of specialised, monothematic anti-Islamic activism. 
Dominated by the Facebook group “We Don’t Want Islam in the Czech 
Republic” (Islám v ČR nechceme, IVČRN), anti-Islam activism eventu-
ally gained national notoriety. It introduced anti-Muslim tropes to main-
stream audiences and eventually integrated the nascent alt-right political 
trend.  

IVČRN entered the public sphere in two ways. People associated with 
the page registered two rival associations under the similar names of the 
Czech Defence League (CDL) in 2011 and 2012. Well before the 2015 
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turn, IVČRN/Czech Defence League were actively engaged in contro-
versies concerning Islam (such as a case involving a hijab in a secondary 
school and an explosion at the Palestinian embassy). They headed two 
significant public actions (Mrva 2014). One was the Stop Halal Face-
book campaign, in which CDL mobilised its base by posting photos and 
videos of halal slaughtering that “serve[d] as a means of illustrating the 
incompatible values of Islamic culture and its ‘perverted’ habits” (Vala, 
2021).  In 2014, IVČRN presented a petition campaign called “Naq-
ba 2014”. That year, the Islamic Foundation in Prague (Ústředí mus-
limských obcí, ÚMO) was expected to invoke a legal entitlement and 
demand “enhanced registration”, thereby guaranteeing ÚMO the status 
of a privileged religious community, placing it on par with Christian 
churches (see Němec & Hesová, 2021). IVČRN organised a petition and 
collected 24,000 signatures against this enhanced registration, claiming 
that mosques are sites of dangerous activity. Despite being rejected by 
Parliament, the campaign reached a broad audience and showed a will-
ingness to bring anti-Islam activism into the political mainstream. The 
petition was accompanied by a campaign that focused on the poten-
tial consequences of the enhanced registration of Islam, such as “illegal 
practices of Muslims in obtaining the signatures necessary for acquiring 
special rights, abusing religious instruction in schools, the possibility of 
financing terrorism with the citizens’ taxes, domestic violence against 
women, covering up terrorist activities and killings by imams, etc.” (Vala, 
2021).

This specialised form of anti-Muslim activism marks a departure from 
the extremist right-wing roots of earlier anti-Muslim activism. The con-
text in which IVČRN came into existence is tied to the “patriotic”, anti-ji-
had, and football subcultures in Western Europe, especially in Great 
Britain, which oppose Islam specifically and tend to rally a wide range 
of various ethnic groups against Muslims, such as the English Defence 
League (2009). Leaders of the Czech anti-Islam movement emerged from 
the activism of the Czech clone of the Defence League. The most prom-
inent figures were associate professor of biology Martin Konvička from 
South Bohemia, former Islamic convert Lukáš Lhoťan from Northern 
Moravia, as well as activist Valentin Klusák from Hradec Králové, who 
ran the website antimesita.eu (meaning anti-mosque). They cooperated 
up until 2011 before going their separate ways.

The year 2011 marked the beginning of the gradual penetration of 
anti-Islamism into the mainstream. IVČRN’s leader, Martin Konvička, 
and two women who divorced their Muslim husbands and left Islam, 
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started publicly opposing the purported threat of Islam. The issue 
gained significant traction around 2011. The outbreak of the so-called 
“Arab Spring” made Islam and democracy in the Arab world a widely 
debated issue in the mainstream media, as well as in the dynamic world 
of blogpost fora. Anti-Islam activists were especially active in the com-
ment sections of idnes.cz and aktualne.cz, as well as the rising media 
sphere of Facebook. Konvička and several ex-converts were particularly 
active contributors, claiming that Islam is incompatible with democracy, 
that Muslims are misogynistic, and that Islam is a culture incompati-
ble with the Czech Republic, deeming it a “disease” to be cured. They 
systematically highlighted alien elements in the practice and culture of 
Islam, such as halal meat, mosques and hijab, which echoed arguments 
made by the anti-jihadi movement. 

In contrast to earlier anti-Muslim activists, IVČRN was formally 
opposed to far-right ideologies and focused solely on their opposition to 
Islam. Despite the appeal that IVČRN’s activities had for the far-right, 
and despite their frequent presence at demonstrations, Konvička made 
efforts to distance himself from openly racist positions. The IVČRN pre-
sented itself as a common-sense appeal to the public focused on vilifying 
Islam. The rise of IVČRN is to be attributed to this non-extremist, “nor-
mal people” type of anti-Muslim activism.

Populism and the political mainstreaming of anti-Islam

The controversy surrounding migration policy and, eventually, the 
so-called refugee crisis of 2015–2016, drew anti-Islam activists from 
the online space out to town squares, mainstream media and, eventu-
ally, into high politics. Throughout 2015 several medium-sized protests 
against Islam took place (from hundreds to 5,000 in 2016), and opponents 
of Islam were frequently invited to appear on television programmes. 
Most significantly, Martin Konvička appeared at the commemoration of 
the student protests in 1989, on November 17, 2015, on the podium next 
to President Zeman, along with a representative from PEGIDA (Mareš 
et al., 2015, p. 79).

The autumn of 2015 represents the apogee of anti-Islam activism 
before the issue was fully taken over by the far-right. Anti-Islam dis-
course had been legitimised by the president and accepted by certain 
members of the political establishment, albeit primarily by populists and 
the far-right. From 2015 to 2017, anti-Islam activists tried their hand at 
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politics. IVČRN founded the Block Against Islam (Blok proti islámu). 
They made public appearances with the German anti-Islam movement 
PEGIDA and entered a partnership with Tomio Okamura’s then-politi-
cal project Dawn of Direct Democracy (Úsvit přímé demokracie), found-
ed in 2013. However, they did not land a single seat in the elections and 
subsequently disbanded. 

It was Okamura who fully appropriated anti-Islam and anti-immigra-
tion content, and propped it up as a central issue in his party. In Okamu-
ra’s early anti-system discourse, anti-immigration and anti-Islam rhetoric 
were marginal but eventually grew to dominate the party’s profile in 2015 
(Mareš et al., 2015, p. 214). In 2015, the Dawn collapsed due to disagree-
ments of a personal and organisational nature, and Okamura founded 
the party Freedom and Direct Democracy (Svoboda a přímá demokra-
cie, SPD). This party has since been a major player in the parliamentary 
far-right. The parliamentary elections in 2017 saw a breaking point for 
radical right populism: Okamura’s Úsvit gained 10.64% of the votes, and 
Okamura himself became one of the Deputy Speakers of the Parliament. 
His SPD has dominated the parliamentary far-right ever since.

In the meantime, the party’s anti-immigration rhetoric, negative ste-
reotyping and dehumanising labelling of Muslims were widely covered 
in the media and accepted in the public sphere, including in parliament 
(Hesová, 2016b). In addition to SPD, anti-immigration rhetoric has been 
taken up by centrist parties, namely ODS, but also ČSSD and KSČM, as 
well as various well-known populist websites. In May 2016, an MP from 
the coalition party ANO, Zdeněk Soukup, organised a seminar on parlia-
ment grounds called “Should We Fear Islam?”, during which anti-Islam 
attorney Klára Samková called Islam a totalitarian ideology and literally 
cursed the Turkish Ambassador (ČTK & ČRo, 2016). Islam has been 
marked as a controversial issue that generates conflicting opinions and 
warrants the presence of both Islam’s opponents and defenders in any 
public debate. Anti-Islam positions have become largely mainstream in 
influential media. The anti-Islam website “Eurabia” (more on it below) 
was integrated as a sub-site in the “alternative media” project Parliament 
Letters (Parlamentní listy, PL). Presenting itself as a genuine media out-
let with original content, PL was founded by the gambling entrepreneur 
and senator (2014–2020) Ivo Valenta, and is widely read. 

Since 2015, Islam has become a major socially divisive issue, along 
with migration. It is associated with the intense emotions of feeling 
threatened, misunderstood, and even betrayed. It has become difficult 
to have rational and level-headed discussions about migration and Islam. 
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The anti-migration demonstrations during the years 2015 and 2016 were 
highly polarised, with those rejecting migration in defence of “tradition-
al Czech culture” being confronted by mostly leftist actors who called for 
solidarity with war refugees (Gelnarová, 2018). Islam and migration are 
always discussed together and almost exclusively thematised as a threat. 
This general securitisation has resisted attempts made by human rights 
activists, demographers, industry representatives and experts on Islam 
to introduce other perspectives to the public sphere, such as solidarity, 
demographic opportunity and the historically commonplace encounters 
between populations and cultures.  Furthermore, most centrist politi-
cians and church leaders failed to speak out against negative portrayals 
of Islam and instead gave in to the prevailing view. It has fallen to a hand-
ful of human rights activists and academics to channel the controversies 
surrounding Islam into more productive debates (see Ostřanský, 2017, 
2014; Ostřanský & Beránek, 2016). This lack of a concerted response 
makes the Czech Republic very different from Germany and Austria, 
where figures in centrist parties, presidents, church leaders and various 
public authorities have taken rational and humanitarian positions, off-
setting the radical right.  

Such a negative framing of Islam and migration has become the main-
stay of various populist political campaigns long after the end of the ref-
ugee crisis. In addition to the antagonising rhetoric of Okamura’s SPD, 
Czech former president Miloš Zeman (2013–2023) has made ample use 
of anti-Islam rhetoric. One example (of many) of Zeman’s anti-Islam 
rhetoric is a campaign poster calling to “Stop Immigrants and Drahoš” 
and “This country is ours!”. By associating his main challenger, Jiří Dra-
hoš, with (Muslim) migration, Zeman helped secure his victory in the 
2018 presidential elections (Naxera & Krčál, 2018). While in 2013 his 
campaign had negatively (and also falsely) framed his opponent Karel 
Schwarzenberg as a German with Nazi ties (Naxera, 2022, p. 135), after 
2015 anti-Islam represented a more effective populist mobilisation strat-
egy than appealing to lingering nationalist, anti-German sentiment.

Sources of anti-Muslim discourse

Up until the mid-2010s, Czech anti-Muslim discourse had largely imi-
tated Western sources, from the militant anti-jihad resources of the US 
to the vast array of popular literature criticising Islam. It also borrowed 
three discursive schemes that frame “Islam” as a competing civilisation, 
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cultural Other, and hostile political ideology. All share the basic assumption 
that there is something called “Islam”, an entity to which qualities can be 
ascribed; that the essence of Islam is unchanging and that it determines 
how its adherents feel and act, and that this understanding of “Islam”, 
which will be written using quotation marks, needs to be defied (Hesová, 
2017). These three frameworks mark a shift in the framing of “Islam”. 
From a subject of international affairs and history, “Islam” has trans-
formed into a matter of internal politics in multicultural societies and 
ended up as a foreign “ideology” that is intertwined with and reflected in 
the new national-conservative narrative. To trace this development, the 
next section reconstructs these three discursive changes in the represen-
tation of “Islam” in the Czech Republic, by looking at concrete sources 
of the public framing of Islam: from specialised websites to the discourse 
of former exiles, and finally, to productions by anti-Islam activists and 
their media.

Islam as a hostile civilisation

Islam had already emerged as an issue of public debate in the mid-2000s, 
when the purported “Muslim threat” entered public discourse. Years 
before the rise of social media, the nascent virtual media sphere took 
shape as a series of specialised commentary websites (such as Neviditelný 
pes, Britské listy etc.). Several websites focused on Islam, such as Media 
about Islam (mediaoislamu.cz), Truth about Islam (pravdaoislamu.cz) 
and Eurabia.cz. 

Eurabia.cz was the most visible and influential in framing “Islam”. 
The name refers to the “Eurabia” conspiracy theory and, from the very 
outset, frames “Islam” as a civilisational threat to Europe. Stemming 
from the title of a short-lived French cultural journal from the 1970s, the 
term was reintroduced with a new meaning in 2002 by a Jewish-Egyptian, 
Gisele Littman, who fled from Cairo to the UK after an anti-foreigner 
campaign was launched by the burgeoning Egyptian Republic (Bangs-
tad, 2018). Under her pen name Bat Ye’Or (Daughter of the Nile), the 
self-published author became the first in a long line of public figures 
to bring their resentment of Arab or Muslim politics and societies (jus-
tified or not) to the attention of Western audiences. It was during the 
time of this standoff between neo-imperial Western policies and jihadi 
violence that these concepts suddenly found an audience and plunged 
their authors into the spotlight. Bat Ye’Or wrote half a dozen books 
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between the 1980s and 2011. In her recent works, Eurabia functions as 
a conspiracy theory according to which Arabs are to replace the white 
European population. The theory of Eurabia, later popularised by Ital-
ian journalist Oriana Fallaci, posits the two civilisations as mutually hos-
tile. Islam stands against Judaism and Christianity, as Arabs supposedly 
create civilisations in which others are subjugated as dhimmis (a status of 
protected but unequal religious monotheistic minorities). Her concept 
of “dhimmitude” became one of the signature concepts in the hostility 
narratives and later became part of an integrated narrative. 

Founded in 2005, Eurabia.cz was a project by the media platform 
Czech Portal, a publisher of various “right-wing tabloids”. An “anti-Mus-
lim” project from the very outset, Eurabia.cz emerged at a time, before 
the age of social media, when specialised websites were becoming sourc-
es of alternative information. Eurabia.cz presented itself as a source of 
knowledge on Islam. It sought to provide information on Islam with ref-
erence to serious resources, such as Czech academics. However, it used 
a specific form of framing with a tendency to express “atavistic cultur-
al prejudices and instinctive self-defence against everything Islamic or 
Arab” (Hála, 2006). The website Eurabia.cz paid little attention to the 
Eurabia theory itself. The concept was widely popularised much later 
in the West and in the Czech Republic, as well as by specialised anti-Is-
lam activists from 2015 onwards (more on them below). Nevertheless, 
Eurabia.cz problematised “Islam” by introducing a framing of Islam as 
a hostile civilisation and rallying critics of “Islam” around it. 

In his analysis of Eurabia.cz, Martin Hála summarised the project 
in the following way: “The entire server is exclusively and purposefully 
focused on the alleged danger of Islamisation of Europe, mainly through 
uncontrolled immigration from Islamic countries, allegedly supported by 
the institutions of the European Union and fuelled by the welfare state 
policy” (Hála, 2006). Eurabia.cz rested on the premise that Islam is a hos-
tile civilisation that keeps penetrating Europe; the goal of Eurabia.cz is 
thus to raise awareness of the fact that “Europe (or the EU) is stupidly, 
downright suicidally friendly towards Arab countries and Muslim immi-
gration” and that it is not “the result of specific decisions and policies, 
but the manifestation of a kind of timeless, global and total ‘clash of civil-
isations’ between Islam and the Judeo-Christian tradition” (Hála, 2006).

The server became the rallying point for those with a critical interest 
in Islam. Several of its most active authors had previously engaged crit-
ically with Islam: Jiří Ovečka had made a controversial TV documenta-
ry called “Infiltration” in 2005, and Olga Ryantová had requested that 
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the Ministry of Culture deregister ÚMO, an umbrella Muslim organi-
sation in Prague, for advancing a dangerous ideology. It also attracted 
the attention of Czech exiles, such as Benjamin Kuras in London and 
Ota Ulč in the US, who wrote about Islam in their countries of resi-
dence for Eurabia.cz. In addition to some original content, Eurabia.cz 
mostly reposted articles from other Czech and foreign sources. This was 
a common trend in the specialised media scene. For example, Pravda 
oislamu.cz was a clone of Faith Freedom International, an anti-jihad and 
anti-Muslim website. Eurabia.cz drew on anti-jihadist literature from the 
US, such as the works of Robert Spencer, the Czech translation of whose 
Islam Unveiled came out in 2006. In contrast with the explosion of anti-Is-
lam literature in the late 2010s, the early production was relatively mini-
mal and not very original, presenting a rather vague civilisational antag-
onism between Europe and Islam.

In the 2000s, the framing of “Islam” as a hostile civilisation was pop-
ular among far-right extremists, popular media entrepreneurs, as well as 
a select few specialised publicists. Eurabia.cz was personally connected 
to the far-right: For nine years (2005–2014), Eurabia.cz’s editor-in-chief 
was Adam B. Bartoš, a convicted antisemite, conspiracy theorist, and 
leader of the far-right party National Democracy, and also a later attend-
ee of the Patriotic meeting. Nevertheless, in addition to the far-right, 
there were two other significant sources of discourse on “Islam”: Czech 
exiles and foreign counter-jihad entrepreneurs, along with their local 
relay. These two groups would eventually develop a framing of “Islam” 
as a cultural Other and a hostile political ideology, respectively.

Islam as cultural Other

It would be erroneous to reserve the thematisation of Islam to those 
hostile to it. Most of those who publicly debated Islam in the 2000s had 
nothing to do with the above-mentioned far-right scene. Since the mid-
2000s, Islam has become an issue that has been increasingly present in 
the Czech public sphere. Turkey’s bid for EU accession and the jihadi 
attacks in London and Madrid made politics and Islam a salient pub-
lic issue. The growing public debate has thematised Islam in somewhat 
more sophisticated ways, positing Islam as a cultural “Other” in relation 
to the self-definition of Czechs and Europeans. 

An important role in the framing of Islam fell to a generation of 
Czech exiles who had first-hand but often quite unreflected experience 



54

living in a Western multicultural society, and who were at the same time 
looking for a subject to make their exile experience publicly relevant. 
They nevertheless introduced ideas that would end up framing Islam as 
a cultural Other. Several prominent exiled Czech intellectuals ended up 
on the far-right end of politics in the Příčovy Patriotic meeting. However, 
in the mid-2000s they formed part of a scene that debated societal issues 
in respectable contexts.

One example of such a  context is the literary revue Prostor. For-
merly a  high-brow dissident magazine, it has since been taken over 
by a younger generation of mostly leftist writers and artists. In 2006 
Prostor published a  double issue titled “Should We Fear Islam? The 
West and Islam”. The journal invited contributors from various back-
grounds: several orientalists and Arabists, both professional and criti-
cal; Muslims and religionists; political scientists and philosophers; as 
well as several exiled publicists and adherents of polemical positions. 
The rather balanced and sophisticated essay by former Czech exile in 
the UK, journalist Eva Sharpová (2005), went straight to the point: 
“Islam has become a demographic, a social and a civilizational prob-
lem in Europe”. Milan Hanuš, the editor-in-chief, framed the issue as 
“the continuation of the struggle for the soul of Europe and the heart 
of the West”. In addition to the many possible perspectives on the 
“problem of Islam”, this question of identity and civilisation eventual-
ly gained a prominent position in the framing of “Islam”. Alexander 
Tomský, another former exile who has built a  long career as a  right-
wing pundit, has championed Europe as a civilisation capable of sep-
arating secular from religious power, while “Islam does not recognise 
the dualism of politics and religion.”

Another similar debate was a  seminar chaired in December 2006 
by President Václav Klaus at his Center for Economics and Politics. 
The seminar was attended by ubiquitous exiles—Benjamin Kuras and 
Zdeněk Müller—and resulted in an edited compilation with contribu-
tions from Arabists Bronislav Ostřanský and Luboš Kropáček, and 
Czech convert and long-standing president of the Prague Islamic Cen-
ter, Vladimir Sáňka. Müller was notably the only specialist among the 
exiles. He had worked at the Oriental Institute of the Czechoslovak 
Academy of Sciences before leaving for Paris in 1991, and published 
several books in Czech on contemporary Islam in the early 2000s. 
Kuras, on the other hand, was a  contributing author at Eurabia.cz 
and an amateur publicist and author of three dozen books on Islam, 
civilisations, food, and sex. Writing on the “massive rise of Islam” in 
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the UK since 1992, he has increasingly focused on Islam and Islamis-
ation, basing his opinions on his experience in London. Kuras would 
later subscribe to the Great Replacement theory and join the nation-
al-conservative camp.

Exiles functioned as cultured but one-sided information channels 
that transposed Western multiculturalism debates to the Czech public 
sphere. They translated and popularised the immigration issue after 
the sudden realisation of the 1980s and 1990s that France and the UK 
had become internally diverse. These figures established themselves in 
the debate in their popular rendering of Western dilemmas as a series 
of dichotomies. It suddenly became hard to think of Islam outside of 
the following dichotomies: modernised Europe vs. Islam  incapable 
of modernisation; open Europe vs. closed Islam (e.g. bans on the con-
struction of churches in Muslim states); liberal and secular Europe 
vs. political Islam; gender equality in Europe vs. patriarchy in Muslim 
cultures, etc. In informed debates, such as those in Prostor and aca-
demia, there was no lack of balanced opinions from both liberals and 
intellectuals sceptical of co-existence with Islam. One voice of high-
brow scepticism is that of another exiled intellectual, award-winning 
writer and French resident Patrik Ouředník. In 2017 he published 
a book called Antialkorán aneb nejasný svět T. H. (Anti-al-Koran or the 
Unclear World of T. H.), a series of newspaper polemics against crit-
ics of French secularism in the wake of the attack on Charlie Heb-
do (Ouředník, 2017). A secularist critical of religion, drawing on the 
recently ideologised version of French laïcité, Ouředník presented 
a sophisticated but rather one-sided view of Islam’s lack of rationalist 
culture, its cultural distance from Europe, and the essential politicisa-
tion of Islamic practice. His book was subsequently widely (and criti-
cally) discussed in the media. 

Hence, the cultural Othering of Islam and the related self-defini-
tion of the subject as European and non-Muslim was not a  process 
solely limited to the political far-right. If the far-right and later the 
single-issue anti-Islam activists helped spread hostility towards Islam, 
the exiled intellectuals have still contributed to the construction of 
Islam as a  cultural and civilisational Other. These more “cultured” 
voices may have been much more influential in mainstreaming the fig-
ure of “Islam” as the antithesis of liberal and modern Europe, and 
facilitating the polarising debates of the late 2010s. Another issue is 
that several of the above actors later joined the reconstituted “patri-
otic” far-right.
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Islam as a political ideology

The 2000s were a  decade of debates surrounding Western Europe-
an multiculturalism, though the prospect elicited no enthusiasm. The 
stance towards multiculturalism exhibited by the mainstream right-
wing party’s leader, Miroslav Topolánek, was not very far removed from 
the authors of Eurabia.cz. However, the debates about Western Islam 
were rather theoretical when compared with what was to follow. In the 
mid-2010s, the issue of “Islam” took centre stage in public debates. 
The nature of anti-Islam discourse had changed:  the stakes were higher, 
new platforms emerged, and, due to the activism of specialised non-prof-
its, a social movement was born.

First, 2011 brought the Arab Spring and the ever-present question of 
compatibility between “Islam” and democracy. In the debates stoked by 
the democratisation process, all the above dichotomies re-emerged. The 
idea that the Arab Spring could be “our 1989” was also vehemently ques-
tioned on culturalist grounds: “Islam”—or, more specifically, shari’a—was 
seen as incompatible with democracy both by mainstream and anti-Islam 
public figures. Mainstream voices expressed deep scepticism towards 
Arab democratisation on account of the perceived lack of enlightenment 
and the strength of religious beliefs in Arab societies, as articulated by, 
e.g., lawyer and publicist Aleš Rozehnal. From 2011 onwards, the image 
of “Islam” as an anti-democratic, illiberal, and non-modern ideology has 
been constructed and affirmed in mainstream discourse. Compounded 
by the expansion of anti-Islam discourse, Islam thus started to increas-
ingly figure in the self-definition of Czechs as modern Europeans, the 
construction of an “Us” which could lean on the rejected “Them”.

In tandem with the rising international interest in Islam, the Czech 
anti-Islam scene came under the direct and demonstrable influence of 
professional counter-jihad activists. From 2012 onwards, anti-Islam 
bloggers and online debaters involved with the Czech Defence League 
and IVČRN have argued that Islam was an alien ideology. Konvička has 
explicitly framed Islam as a doctrine or ideology that one adopts and 
professes, and of which one must be “cured”. Similarly, arguments that 
defend Muslims are disparaged as “Islamophilia”. The IVČRN website 
contained an argumentation primer describing “23 myths about Islam”, 
including explanations and refutations. Myth no. 6 states that “Islam is 
a religion like all others”. The primer states: “Islam is above all a hateful, 
xenophobic ideology with totalitarian elements and not just a religion.” 
The argument provided is that: “Purely statistically, 51% of all the holy 
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texts of Islam (Qur’an, hadiths, and brimstone) are about us, non-Mus-
lims (kafirs), and almost 1/3 explicitly refer to fighting us non-Muslims 
(kafirs)” (IVČRN, 2016).

The argument comes from a professional anti-Islam activist, William 
French, known under the pseudonym Bill Warner. His lengthy article 
“Statistical Islam: Not a Religion, but Political Ideology” was featured on 
the IVČRN website. Warner is a US physicist who specialises in anti-Is-
lam activism and founded one of the most active anti-Islam non-profits, 
according to the Southern Poverty Law Center. In 2014, Warner opened 
an advocacy centre in Brno called the Center for the Study of Political 
Islam (CPSI). Between 2014 and 2022, nine of Warner’s fifteen books on 
Islam were published in Czech, making him the most widely published 
author on Islam in Czech. He has toured Czech towns accompanied 
by local associates to give seminars on Islam. Some are available on his 
YouTube channel under the titles: “Political Islam as a Threat to a Free 
Society” (Politický islám jako hrozba pro svobodnou společnost), “Polit-
ical Islam and Europe” (Politický islám a Evropa), “The Life of Muham-
mad and How It Affects Us Today” (Život Mohameda a jak nás dnes 
ovlivňuje). He presents himself as an expert on political Islam who uses 
scientific methods to study the Koran. His campaign has not targeted the 
academic sphere, where he has gained a reputation as a pseudo-expert, 
but rather tabloids, atheists, and the anti-Islam scene. He has been pre-
sented as an expert on Islamism by a popular provocateur in the weekly 
magazine Reflex, appeared in mainstream media in 2014, and his Czech 
collaborators were invited to an event in Parliament in 2017. Several pub-
lic figures have interviewed or praised him, such as Benjamin Kuras and 
Petr Žantovský, both future attendees of the patriotic festival in Příčovy.

The attacks in Paris and the so-called refugee crisis of 2015 marked 
a semantic shift for the concept of “Islamisation of Europe”. If Islam 
is a political ideology, then the spread of Islam would mean the Isla-
misation of Europe’s political order along the lines of Michel Houelle-
becq’s Submission. The spectre of Islamisation has been articulated since 
the mid-2000s: in his 2006 edited volume, Klaus still framed “the problem 
of the ‘Islamisation of Europe’” in demographic terms as a problem of 
immigration. In the 2010s, the concept of Islamisation started to take 
on a different, that is, cultural and political meaning in broad swaths of 
society. The idea of succumbing to something more than just numbers, 
to culturally different migrants, is a multi-dimensional issue. As early 
as 2010, Cardinal Miroslav Vlk expressed the fear of being defeated by 
Islam as “a spiritual force”: “If Christians do not ‘wake up’, there may be 
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an Islamisation of life, against which Christianity will not have the power 
to impose its character on the lives of the people, let alone the whole 
society” (Novinky & Soukup, 2010). In 2017, at the above-mentioned 
debate in Parliament, Kuras and Samková warned that Europe would be 
colonised by radicalised and totalitarian Islam, with Samková comparing 
Islam to Nazism (Právo, ČTK, & Martinek, 2016). Okamura’s SPD has 
kept brandishing the threat of demographic and ideological Islamisation 
in the media and Parliament. 

“New patriotism”: Anti-Islam’s second breath

By the start of the 2010s, a negative attitude towards Islam had under-
written a much broader narrative that constitutes the discursive context 
of today’s national-conservative populism—both in the Czech Republic 
and elsewhere. New patriotism represents a new avenue and platform 
for anti-Muslim discourse. Unlike the previous radicalisation and main-
streaming phase, it builds on domestic intellectual resources that have 
integrated anti-Islam into a much broader narrative and a more extensive 
web of allies and enemies.

Neo-patriots in Příčovy

Since 2019, a new scene has begun to take shape. Many former anti-Is-
lam activists have started attending the “Patriotic Meeting” in Příčovy 
in Central Bohemia. Příčovy has thus become an assembly of eclectic 
figures of “neo-patriotic” persuasion (novovlastenci). In 2020, participants 
included: the former “anti-Islamist” leader Martin Konvička; SPD MPs 
(Okamura, Jiří Kobza); the leader of far-right party DSSS Tomáš Van-
das; several members of the disinformation scene; the secretary of for-
mer President Václav Klaus; conservative provocateur and moderator 
Petr Žantovský; conservative anti-Islam columnists B. Kuras and Petr 
Hampl; Catholic fundamentalist Michal Semín; communist ideologist 
and vice-president of KSČM, and the then presidential spokesman Jiří 
Ovčáček; personalities from the paramilitary Home Guard; former dip-
lomats and doctors; former Czech émigrés; and Czech-born Alternative 
for Germany (AfD) member Jan Barton. 

A liberal columnist who was attending described the gathering as 
a meeting of “marginalised people without functions listening to people 
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marginalised from their functions. And the far-right is trying to swallow 
them all” (Bittner, 2019). His sarcasm was a reaction to the fact that many 
of the attendees were has-beens from the previous decade who were man-
ifestly attempting to regain some relevance; nevertheless, the only man 
of influence who stands in the shadow of Příčovy, far-right entrepreneur 
Tomio Okamura, has only attended the event once. The other paradox is 
the high political patronage and low attendance: President Zeman’s rep-
resentatives mingled with the far-right figure Tomáš Vandas, and the 
Václav Klaus Institute aligned itself with the “Association of Friends of 
the White Heterosexual Male”. Catholic fundamentalists consorted with 
avowed atheists and would-be intellectuals. At the same time, patriots 
participated in debates about threats to the nation’s survival (such as 
poisoned wells and absenting pride), the EU’s sins, the importance of 
the Home Guard, and the relationship between female ugliness and 
feminism.

The gathering could be dismissed as having little consequence, 
though the looming presence of its most powerful ally, President Zeman, 
who has officially supported it, suggests another reality. The ideological 
affinity between the rhetoric of neo-patriots and the president’s positions 
shows that a broader “neo-patriotic” movement has fully entered the 
mainstream, indicating a front in a possible culture war against liberal-
ism. The various anti-Islam, fundamentalist, conservative and anti-EU 
positions that these activists previously tried to import into the pub-
lic sphere have lost all of their potentially radical character, and have 
become integral to a broader worldview. 

When looking at some of the most seminal texts by the above-men-
tioned figures, this scheme of things seems to revolve around several 
pillars: anti-EU attitudes, hostility to globalised elites, liberalism, 
“neo-Marxism”, feminism, and conspiracy theories involving the 
so-called Great Replacement, all of which fall into the broader narrative 
of the decline of the West. What is particularly interesting here is the 
position of Islam and gender. Islam is no longer the main focus of the 
far-right scene, but it is clearly present as a legitimising element; on the 
other hand, “gender” and anti-liberalism now have a more prominent 
position. This new, broader, and more eclectic declinist discourse was 
not imported to the Czech Republic like many anti-Islam topoi in the 
previous decade. Instead, the Czech anti-Islam scene has evolved into 
a narrative-creating space in which various issues have been gradually 
integrated: gender, the EU, decline, and patriotism. When looking back 
at the textual production, they were there all along.
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The second wave of anti-Islam discourse

After the political demise of anti-Islam activism, once their discourse was 
fully absorbed and co-opted by Okamura’s radical right populist project, 
anti-Islam discourse went through a sort of renaissance and radicalisa-
tion. Rather surprisingly, the production of anti-Islam discourse saw an 
upswing in the late 2010s. Only at the end of the decade, once Islam and 
migration had receded to the background of current affairs, were most 
anti-Islam books published. These include Bill Warner’s books, most of 
which only emerged between 2019 and 2020, and Robert Spencer’s inter-
pretation of the Koran in 2018 and 2019. But a plethora of other anti-Is-
lam literature appeared in the late 2010s, mostly courtesy of a new and 
specialised publishing house owned by Lukáš Lhoťan, which has increas-
ingly honed its focus on anti-Islam literature.

Lukáš Lhoťan, an ex-convert to Islam and Christian revert since 2012, 
has been one of the most vocal critics of Islam in the Czech Republic 
ever since early 2010. He also became the editor of Eurabia.cz following 
the departure of convicted antisemite Adam B. Bartoš. In 2011, he pub-
lished a pamphlet titled “Islám a islamismus v České republice” (2011, 
Islam and Islamism in the Czech Republic), claiming that Czech Muslim 
communities were under the control of Saudi Wahhabism. This poorly 
sourced book has since informed the argumentation of critics of Czech 
Islam (Hesová, 2017). In 2019, Lhoťan reissued a much augmented ver-
sion of the same book. In 2015, he published Eurabia: Mýtus nebo realita 
budoucnosti? (Eurabia: A Myth or Future Reality?) The autodidact and fac-
tory worker had become a publisher in 2011, since which his publishing 
house has released a dozen other books by foreign anti-Islam authors (Ali 
Sina, Robert Spencer), as well as publications on the history of the Chris-
tian-Muslim wars. In 2014 he published Sex, drogy a islám (Sex, Drugs, and 
Islam), a collection of Konvička’s long-form blog posts. Lhoťan’s e-shop 
lists six books by CSPI, several books by Kuras, and Czech translations 
of books penned by “ex-Muslims” such as Ayan Hirsi Ali, originally from 
other publishing houses. It also includes books by Konvička’s former 
associate, Hampl (2018, 2020b, ), published by Angry Mothers.

Why did anti-Islam discourse gain traction in times when migration 
and Islam were no longer salient talking points in public debates? In 
2018 and 2019, the Czech Republic saw major anti-government protests 
that mobilised unprecedented crowds to defend the rule of law against 
the perceived populist threat. Coupled with later social debates, the 
issue of Islam and migration began to lose its salience. Nevertheless, 
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the anti-Islam scene was not deterred, and worked with some success 
towards regaining relevance. 

One explanation is that the populist radical right very much nor-
malised the formerly radical positions held by anti-Islam activists. Unlike 
all the others, Okamura continued to target migrants and Muslims sys-
tematically and stoked fears of Islamisation. As a result of SPD’s success 
in the 2017 and 2021 elections (10.6 % and 9.6 %, respectively), Okamura 
amassed a large audience. Between 2017 and 2021, he was one of the Dep-
uty Speakers of the Parliament, and continued to rouse interest in the 
purported threat of Islam. He is not the only one driving and reflecting 
the right-wing shift in the discourse on Islam in Europe: several more 
mainstream bloggers and commentators, such as Marian Kechlibar, have 
spoken out on the subject of Islam in Europe, particularly France, while 
openly aligning with the right-wing in French public discourse on Islam.

The other explanation has to do with another transformation in 
Czech anti-Islam discourse. The scope of Lhoťan’s publications suggests 
the integration of anti-Islam issues within a broader set of mobilising 
discourses. Once anti-Islam was swallowed and instrumentalised by the 
political savvy of radical populist Okamura, various former anti-Islam 
actors started looking for other avenues for their public ambitions. The 
anti-Muslim Facebook group Angry Mothers, formed around former 
anti-Islam activist Eva Hrindová, has also pivoted to newer culture war 
issues such as anti-vax and anti-genderism (see Slačálek, 2021). Their slo-
gan is “We want to prevent the Islamisation of the Czech Republic. We 
reject social engineering not only in education. We want to protect nat-
ural rights. Our programme is common sense”. Hrindová aligned with 
Hampl and Konvička to give a platform to a new national or patriotic 
movement, serving as the intersection of all culture war issues. It is the 
integration of monothematic anti-Islam discourse into a larger, neo-pa-
triotic narrative that has given a renewed relevance to hostility towards 
Islam in the context of promoting national conservativism.

Anti-Islam within a declinist narrative

Around 2018 Petr Hampl, formerly a prominent anti-Islam activist, 
reappeared on the public scene with the ambition to develop a broad-
er neo-patriotic platform that could accommodate all disparate anti-Is-
lam voices. A sociologist by training and long-time corporate employee, 
he elaborated his ideas for “a new patriotic movement” in two books: 
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Prolomení hradeb (Breaching the Walls) and Cesta z nevolnictví (Way Out of 
Serfdom), both published by anti-Islam and later anti-vax group Angry 
Mothers (nastvanematky.cz). These texts are of a didactic, repetitive, and 
motivational nature. Hampl builds a case for a counter-hegemonic patri-
otic movement to embolden “small men” and “normal people” to rise up 
against the consequences of the neo-liberal transformation of the Czech 
Republic. His overarching argument is in fact concerned with modernisa-
tion and globalisation: the neo-liberal order raised a new elite class—the 
“new aristocracy”—above normal people and instilled in them a cosmo-
politan, liberal, and technocratic identity and multicultural, “anticivil-
isational” ideology which destroys the national identities of globalised 
countries. Hampl’s book serves as a local adaptation of Western declinist 
literature. Hampl uses Christopher Caldwell’s arguments about the rise 
of Islam in Europe and Thilo Sarrazin’s warning against the West’s suicid-
al migration and cultural politics. Hampl models himself after defiant US 
neo-conservatives and European Generation Identity.

Interestingly, Islam is scarcely present in either of the texts. The first 
book mentions the “Islamisation of Europe” only in the second half and 
in fewer than 20 pages; the second book makes a very brief mention of 
Islam in the beginning. Nevertheless, “Islam” remains a substantial, albeit 
tenuous, part of the argument. In line with the Eurabia myth, Hampl sees 
migration from Muslim countries as an instrument employed by global 
elites to dilute national identities and control society. The overall argu-
ment is that of failed modernisation and perceived civilisational decline 
that produces four primary symptoms: the cultural hegemony of a self-de-
structive liberal order, the spread of Islam, generational conflict, and the 
“dwindling masculinity” (Hampl, 2020, p. 196) of younger generations. 

The conspicuous absence of Islam and explication of various mor-
al issues within a declinist context is in fact characteristic of numerous 
publications by anti-Islam figures that appeared in the second half of the 
2020s. In his Sex, Drugs, and Islam, Martin Konvička seems to consider 
“Islamisation” merely as a symptom of various civilisational processes 
that he frames using personal theories about sexual dominance. Civili-
sational declinism generally has such an explicitly reproductive dimen-
sion among anti-Islam activists: globalised generations are losing their 
potency hand in hand with their societal power and feel helpless against 
the erosion of any traditional authority and the perceived advantage of 
culturally foreign rivals. 

Unlike the private sociologist Hampl and maverick blogger Konvič-
ka, another Příčovy attendee, Kuras, has elevated his eclectic mixture 
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of anti-Muslim, declinist and sexual theories to a relatively high level of 
societal acceptance. His two dozen books—put out by a publisher spe-
cialising in popular esoteric literature—span the topics of civilisation 
decline, sexual advice, multiculturalism, Europe, food, etc. Kuras is 
a playwright and unsuccessful politician but also a frequent commen-
tator with a certain degree of influence. In an interview from 2021, he 
summed up his public influence in the following way:

In the previous 20 years, I was the very first to start informing about the demo-
cratic deficits of the EU, about the danger of Islamisation, and about political 
correctness. And I kept finding connections with Marxism, with totalitarian 
neo-Marxism. I was one of the first to start this, and for a long time I was taken 
for a fool. Well, now a lot of people have followed my lead. I blazed the trail 
and today, for example, the Václav Klaus Institute is doing it better than I did. 
Because it has more people (Tachecí & lup, 2021).

In all the post-anti-Islam literature—represented here by Hampl, Kon-
vička, and Kuras—the actual enemy figure that looms behind Islam is 
the cultural hegemony of liberalism. For Konvička (2014, p. 57), Europe 
has eradicated the “values of the dominant people” by spreading the 
idea that 

traditionalism, focus on family, respect towards one’s parents and patriotism 
are in fact perverted because they are the beginning of fascism, and that the 
role of education, media and culture is to eradicate those features from men.

The wide range of issues within a declinist framework invites various dis-
cursive allies into this eclectic construction filled with “intellectual short-
cuts” (Reichlová & Slačálek, 2020, p. 157) and various discursive enemies. 
Both its allies and enemies have allowed popular anti-Islam literature to 
leave the anti-Islam niche and find relevance within the larger neo-patri-
otic scene. If neo-liberal globalisation and its exponents—liberal elites, 
Brussels, feminists, leftists—fall behind enemy lines, almost anybody can 
be an ally of the neo-patriot. In addition to avowed national conserva-
tives, such as the two former living Czech presidents, Klaus and Zeman, 
more neutral and less political figures have developed a sophisticated dis-
course along similar lines. For example, Jan Keller, formerly a sociology 
professor, ecologist, and socialist MEP, wrote the introduction to both 
of Hampl’s books after joining the ranks of academic declinists (Rei-
chlová & Slačálek, 2020). Keller endorsed Hampl’s thesis of “civilisational 
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suicide” caused by the idealisation of the (Muslim) Other (Keller in Ham-
pl, 2018, p. 8). In turn, Hampl echoed several of Keller’s points, accusing 
the liberal left of attacking the authority of the nation state in his contri-
bution to a collective manifesto of the Czech “conservative left”. Keller 
admits to a closeness with the US alt-right. While he maintains that the 
conservative left shares some common enemies with the alt-right—“gen-
derism or inverted anti-white racism”, as well as diversity and authoritari-
anism—he argues that the difference is that the conservative left proposes 
more trustworthy, statist solutions (Keller, 2021, p. 63). 

Conclusion

Anti-Islamic mobilisation began in the far-right scene, evolved in special-
ised and mono-thematic groups, and entered the public sphere through 
the media and the populist politics of various parties. At the same time, 
anti-Islamic rhetoric has become a tool of local culture wars in which 
individuals and political parties have profiled themselves at the expense 
of a small and highly stigmatised minority.

Today, most of these heterogeneous actors have come together—met-
aphorically and literally—in the Czech version of the alt-right as an eclec-
tic, neo-patriotic discourse. The notion of the decline and weakening 
of the West has allowed for ideas about Islam as an alien culture and 
expansive civilisation to be integrated into a framework that connects 
them to a range of populist themes. The topic of Islam has thus retained 
its relevance even though the acute migration crisis has ended, and the 
anti-Islam scene has collapsed. The new civilisationist-declinist frame-
work creates a seemingly coherent group of enemies, and thus a common 
identity for the entire nationalist-populist scene.
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3. The Birth of a Conflict: A Comparison 
of the Anti-Roma and Anti-Refugee 
Protest Waves in the Czech Republic 

Martin Koubek 

“I am here because the unadaptables are living at our expense and I would like 
to hear some counsel on how to resolve the situation.” 

Varnsdorf demonstration, October 3, 2011, Právo 

“For the Czech Republic to remain a free country, there must be as little Islam 
as possible. Because remember—for what I am telling you now, people are 
being murdered in Western Europe. I have the right to say it. Even if I’m 
wrong. With the increase of Islamic followers all over the world, security, 

social cohesion, and well-being is declining. A responsible citizen should stand 
up to that. The ideal would be to prevent the promotion and spread of Islam. 
In zoology, we have a term called ‘jumping behaviour’. It’s when you expose 

an animal to a stressor it can’t handle. For example, if you scare a parrot 
in its cage, it doesn’t know what to do and starts plucking its own feathers. 

That’s what the EU is doing. Our values are being threatened one by one, but 
we are discussing cycle paths and the smoking ban in restaurants.” 

Interview with an organiser after an anti-refugee/Muslim demonstra-
tion in Prague on January 16, 2015; January 22, 2015, Právo

Introduction

What catalysed the various waves of negative attitudes, conflicts, pro-
tests, and violence against Roma, refugees, migrants, and Muslims across 
Czech society? Were they different in nature? What strengthened and 
united them, and what set them apart? Were negative attitudes towards 
Roma supplanted by negative attitudes towards refugees or Muslims? 
How is the level of protest related to the involvement of political elites 
and political representation, including the topics articulated? And how is 
the intensity of protests related to the (social, political, cultural) sphere 
and conflicts at a discursive level in relation to culture wars? There has 
been no satisfactory answer to any of these questions in Central Europe 
nor the Czech Republic specifically, despite the fact that—especially over 



68

the last decade—the changing nature of social conflicts, culture wars, 
possible changes in politics and society, as well as the nature of social 
mobilisation and polarisation, have been frequent topics of discussion.

These discussions are tied to the sharpening of positions of individual 
segments of society, linked to their definite and immutable nature and 
resulting in the absence of social compromise. What is also discussed is 
the potential overlap between the traditional right-left or liberal-conser-
vative conflict lines or cleavages, widely accepted within the political-so-
cial sphere and the cultural clashes which, by their nature, are rather 
reminiscent of trench warfare. Thus, the previous conflict cleavages in 
society were replaced by the above clash between the so-called nation-
al-conservative camp and the previously dominant cosmopolitan liber-
als (Barša, Hesová, & Slačálek 2021, p. 18). The national-conservative 
backlash was then to be reflected in societal clashes and protests. In this 
context, the European Others in particular (or rather, the majority’s rela-
tionship to them) are often mentioned: LGBT+, Roma, religious groups 
such as Muslims or Jews, migrants/refugees, with “gender ideology” and 
“green ideology” becoming a more frequent target along with “political 
correctness” etc. On a similar note, in the aforementioned transforma-
tion of social discourse, terms such as “human rights” are given and used 
in contexts and meanings where each group of society projects its own 
meanings or content onto them, becoming labels whose content is rather 
floating and ambivalent (Laclau, 2018 [2005]). 

However, a  more detailed analysis (especially in the context of 
extra-institutional participation or protests) in Central Europe and the 
Czech Republic is still missing. There is a paucity of studies that examine 
the internal structure of individual waves of social conflicts—also called 
contentious episodes (Tilly & Tarrow, 2007)—or their escalation and emer-
gence, as well as those focusing on extra-institutional or protest participa-
tion. This chapter seeks to shed some light onto these unexplored corners. 

The aim of the chapter is, therefore, to analyse differences in the 
genesis of two contentious episodes: the anti-Roma protests from 2011 
to 2013, and the anti-migration/anti-refugee or anti-Muslim protests 
from 2015 to 2017 in the Czech Republic. Above all, it aims to iden-
tify the causes behind these episodes’ escalation. This chapter focuses 
on the internal dynamics and the emergence of conflict in the first year 
of each episode—2011 and 2015—by conducting a claim-making analysis 
(Lindekilde, 2013; Koopmans & Rucht, 2002; Koopmans & Statham, 
1999) as well as a complementary and supplementary frame analysis 
(Johnston & Noakes, 2005; Benford & Snow, 2000; Snow et al., 1986). 
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The research shows that, to some extent, the site of conflict has been 
shifting towards the cultural domain or sphere, owing to the possible 
change in the nature of societal or political cleavages over the last decade 
due to culture wars. In 2015, the role of elites and their negative attitude 
in the emergence of the so-called refugee crisis increased significantly, 
though the number of protests decreased in comparison, contrary to the 
assumptions often presented in the media and public sphere. In addi-
tion, this study points out that the nature of social conflict, issues, and 
frames in relation to different Others may vary and may in some cases 
build on and sustain the discourse from the turn of the last decade. 

The study differs from others that address (especially in Central and 
Eastern Europe) culture wars (e.g., Barša, Hesová, & Slačálek, 2021), 
which typically describe the phenomenon over a longer period of time 
(and in a broader context). This chapter examines the internal structure 
of two waves of protests against European Others within the first year of 
each of these multi-year contentious episodes. It is thus not possible to 
fully assess the impact of the episodes in their entirety. However, what 
can and will be assessed is who and what influenced their emergence, 
how they began to take shape and evolve, and how they fit into the 
broader context of the last decade, focusing on specific aspects of these 
events—e.g. extra-institutional and protest participation. In this regard, 
the analysis also partially reflects the role of elites, and calls attention 
to their engagement, though it does not strive to infer their direct influ-
ence on the transformation of social conflict or the growth of protests 
in the last decade.2 The main goal is to describe and present the birth or 
emergence of these episodes as such within the discursive or social field 
(Steinberg, 2002, 1999) of the relevant actors and their involvement.

The roots of the analysis  
of two contentious episodes in CEE 

This chapter theoretically builds on and bridges two areas of social stud-
ies—(1) social movement research and (2) research and discussions con-
cerning the polarisation of society. 

2	 Similarly, social media has played a significant role in the polarisation of society, as well as othering 
and culture wars. However, its impact on extra-institutional participation or protests has already 
been mapped (e.g., Owen, 2017; Haunss, 2015) in a variety of settings (e.g., Urman et al., 2021, 
Navumau, 2019), and this chapter rather focuses on the different aspects of contentious episodes. 
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The first case specifically focuses on discursive opportunities (Koop-
mans & Statham, 1999) and claims-making analysis3 of the actions of 
individual actors in relation to the two episodes. The discursive oppor-
tunities or actions in a given field differ for individual actors and can 
only be tied to a certain type of actor (Cinalli & Giugni, 2013). Similarly, 
the form of claims (claim- or claims-making) in a public space can vary 
depending on their addressees and goals (Koopmans & Statham, 2010; 
Koopmans & Rucht, 2002). Debates regarding the form of claims-mak-
ing (specifically in the case of protests) also appear in a Central Euro-
pean context, where one of the key questions is whether there are any 
differences in relation to such claims in traditional settings such as West-
ern Europe or the United States, and also whether and how countries in 
Central Europe differ from one another (e.g. Císař & Vrábliková, 2019).

A complementary component of social movement research that this 
text engages with is frame analysis. Interpretive frames (Benford & Snow, 
2000; Snow et al., 1986), or “schemata of interpretation” (Goffman, 1986, 
p. 21), can be understood as “intersubjectively determined and relation-
ally imagined […] culturally located things” (Berbrier, 2002, p. 558) in 
different (and dialogic) spaces of the discursive field (Steinberg, 2002, 
p. 211). More specifically, “micro-frame analysis” (Koubek, 2017, 2013; 
Johnston, 2002, 1995; Jenson, 1995) aims to trace the elements that con-
stitute the collective frames of action of a movement and show how their 
content evolves. “It is a method that reveals how frames change over 
time, how much, and how these variations might be related to the other 
factors in mobilisation” (Johnston, 2002, p. 66).

Furthermore, this chapter also draws on (albeit more within the 
framework of political communication theory) debates about the role 
of elites in the formation of public opinion, political attitudes (Zaller, 
1992; cf. Feldman, Huddy, & Marcus, 2012) and protests, whether within 
a given movement or counter-movement (Bishin et al., 2020; Coe, 2013; 
Norris & Cable, 1994). As such a topic would deserve a separate study, 
we will limit ourselves to a rather simplistic observation here: that a com-
mon assumption in the mediascape (though less so within academia and 
scholarly discourse) is that ideologically aligned political elites may have 
a positive influence on the mobilisation of certain conventional social 

3	 “[…] the process of performing or articulating claims that bear on someone else’s interests. In 
its simplest form an instance of claims-making includes two actors—a subject (claimant) and 
an object (addressee)—and a verbal or physical action (demanding, protesting, criticizing, 
blaming etc.)” (Lindeskilde, 2013).
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movements or protests (ČTK, 2016; see also, e.g., Hasić & Karabegović, 
2018; Jaydel, 2000).

2) The second area of inquiry is tied to discussions concerning the 
polarisation of society, the transformation of social conflicts and the 
associated culture wars that “captures the shift in the public debate from 
conflicts over policies and their goals to those over identities and val-
ues” (Barša, Hesová, & Slačálek, 2021, p. 10, emphasis in original). This 
conflict no longer has the character of a political clash but accentuates 
an identitarian, essentialist contradiction in society, with targets such 
as Muslims and Roma, who are also the subject of this text. Similarly, 
human rights discourse has also gradually changed over time, becoming 
increasingly associated with the defence of traditional (national) conser-
vative values and the polarisation of society (e.g., Somer & McCoy, 2018; 
Lebedová, 2017). These societal clashes have brought forth new forms of 
conflict cleavages, conflicts and intense episodes.

In terms of the focus of this chapter, a related question is then wheth-
er and how these two waves of protests can be compared and what 
impact these contentious episodes have on the aforementioned culture 
wars. Another question that arises is whether the groups or individuals 
protesting against Roma and other minorities bear any similarities to 
those protesting against Islam, refugees, or, more recently, against aid 
to Ukraine using pro-Russian rhetoric. What, then, is their activist biog-
raphy or habitus (Crossley, 2002)? 

Research design

Qualitative (Atlas.ti) and quantitative data (SPSS)4 collected for the 
first years of the antigypsyism wave (2011) and the anti-refugee wave 
(2015) in the Czech Republic show how this process varied depending 
on (a) the onset of the protests; (b) the context/attitude of the majority 
and public or the social discourse towards (individual) Others; (c) the 
attitude of political elites; and, to a lesser extent, the evolution of interac-
tions between individual actors (Diani & McAdam, 2003). In the context 
of data coding, it is worth mentioning the definitions of certain variables 
and their categorisation:

4	 The data were drawn from national newspapers Lidové noviny, Právo and Blesk (for a similar 
approach, see, e.g., Koopmans et al., 2005; Imig & Tarrow, 2001).
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(1)	 The label “elites” (political, save one exception) was used to classi-
fy city mayors, governors, the government, the country’s president, 
leaders of political parties and clubs, senators, and MEPs (for chair-
persons of European Parliament groups/factions), ombudspersons, 
and rectors. For foreign designations, they included prime ministers, 
presidents or other high officials/representatives of foreign states or 
institutions (such as the EU).

(2)	 The different domains of claims-making were divided both according 
to the degree of intensity (from public statements to violent protests) 
and thematically into different spheres: socio-economic, civic-polit-
ical, and cultural (see also Entzinger, 2003, p. 107; Koubek, 2017; 
Johnston & Noakes, 2005; Johnston, 1995), which also aided in track-
ing (especially extra-institutional) participation and the aforemen-
tioned culture wars. 

(3)	 Given the previous point and the possible transformation of social 
conflicts over the decade(s), the intended audience of the claims (as 
well as their objects), both domestic and foreign, were also exam-
ined; foreign actors such as the EU and its representatives, which 
also appeared as frequent targets in the latter episode in the context 
of the anti-migrant/refugee/Muslim wave, also started to become tar-
gets and addressees (see also Slačálek, 2021, p. 174).

(4)	 To track Othering and attitudes towards Others (e.g. Kutsenko, 
Bataeva, & Babenko, 2020; Brons, 2015; McGarry, 2014), the nature 
of the threat as understood by the majority society was also assessed 
in the relevant (and by their nature, negative) cases and also divided 
into categories, for example: (a) symbolic, cultural threats associat-
ed with threats to “our” worldview, identity, morality, religious and 
moral values, upbringing of children, etc.; and (b) threats to “our” 
social well-being, the infliction of crime, disease, drug use, and other 
economic burdens.

(5)	 The intensity of the claims/statements made by the author of the 
claim, i.e. the claimant, in terms of the degree of the threat (as in the 
previous case regarding certain Others), was also monitored, inde-
pendent of the form and/or radicality of the repertoire: (a) the object 
is not perceived as a threat, but is rather perceived positively; (b) the 
claimant uses descriptions of the situation, rational arguments, data, 
and distinguishes the internal heterogeneity of the object; (c) the 
claimant uses labelling (typically unadaptables, etc.), understands 
the object as homogenous, and uses the us-them divide, though with-
out explicitly verbalising the danger or threat; (d) the object of the 
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claim is perceived as a potential danger, but is not to be feared imme-
diately; (e) the claimant presents the object as an actual immediate 
danger or threat and uses a bipolar framing of good-evil; and finally, 
(f) the claimant presents the object as an extreme and fundamental 
danger, and an essential threat to society.

Due to the limited scope of the study, the specific variables that are 
relevant to the following text are presented. In total, 823 claims were 
identified over the two years analysed (380 in 2011 and 443 in 2015).

Context: a very brief introduction to the episodes

2011

In 2011, riots broke out in response to the so-called “unadaptables” 
(“nepřizpůsobiví”)—a euphemism for the Roma—predominantly in the 
Šluknov area (Ústí nad Labem region). However, negative attitudes 
(especially in connection with the presence of the Roma minority or 
socially excluded localities, see Hurrle et al., 2016) were also manifested 
in other regions, such as Liberec and Hradec Králové, and negative sen-
timents were expressed both by the mayors of these towns and various 
associations comprising local citizens. The protests (not only in the sense 
of demonstrations) were no longer limited to the far-right (although they 
were often also involved, see MVČR, 2012) but extended to the local 
population, who often dubbed themselves “decent people”, as well as the 
local political representation. However, what reinforced the impact of 
this contentious episode was not only the global economic crisis of 2008 
but rather the social care cuts in the years that followed, such as those 
instigated by Minister of Labour and Social Affairs Jaromír Drábek with-
in the (neo-liberal) right-wing government of Prime Minister Petr Nečas, 
coupled with the rise in social tensions that followed (see also van Baar, 
2012). Even the number of socially excluded localities gradually doubled 
compared to 2006 (Čada, 2015; Ryšavý, 2015).

In this context, longitudinal opinion polls continued to show no 
progress in the coexistence of the minority–majority (which remained 
just as bad as in 1997, when the situation was assessed as bad by 81% 
of respondents (CVVM, 2011), with Roma repeatedly being character-
ised by respondents as the least favoured minority. Unsurprisingly, in 
an official population census (2011), only about 0.2% (13,150) of Czech 
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citizens claimed to be of Roma nationality, even though the estimated 
number of Roma living in the Czech Republic was 250,000 (European 
Commission, n.d.). This was mentioned in the Czech mass media, where 
the number in the census was jokingly noted to be even lower than the 
number of Jedi Knights (vsd & jum, 2011). It is, therefore, not very sur-
prising that protests and negative sentiments against the Roma in the 
Czech Republic began to increase, culminating in violent attacks and 
marches in various localities (Marin, 2013).

2015

The second contentious episode in the Czech Republic was the so-called 
anti-refugee or anti-migration wave in 2015. Migration was mainly asso-
ciated with military conflicts, especially in the Middle East (e.g., Syria, 
Afghanistan), sub-Saharan Africa, and the Western Balkans. Although the 
Czech Republic took a negative stance on the migration quotas proposed 
by the European Union, which was reacting to the increasing number 
of refugees, the country initially promised to relocate a small number of 
migrants. The attitude of the Czech government, or just some of its mem-
bers, was not entirely negative at first (namely Jiří Dienstbier (ČSSD), 
Robert Pelikán (ANO), as well as Bohuslav Sobotka (ČSSD), who, as 
Prime Minister, did not initially respond negatively). However, some 
Czech actors, such as President Miloš Zeman and members of the govern-
ment (namely Milan Chovanec (ČSSD), took significantly negative posi-
tions and linked the migration wave to the heightened danger of terrorism 
or risk to state security, and/or defined themselves in opposition to Islam 
and cultural threats to Europe. As public opinion became more and more 
negative towards the wave of refugees and their admission into the coun-
try (e.g., CVVM, 2016; MVČR, n.d.), and with organisations such as “We 
Don’t Want Islam in the Czech Republic” gaining visibility, the political 
sphere also began to take a more negative stance towards the admission 
of refugees (which, according to the EU Council consensus in September 
2015, was voluntary; mandatory quotas were subsequently blocked by the 
Czech Republic along with other V4 countries), even if it meant taking in 
one single refugee. Needless to say, not many refugees have been seen in 
the Czech Republic. Nevertheless, this did not prevent escalated warn-
ings of this potential threat and rising tensions within this episode. Subse-
quently, demonstrations against both refugees and Islam in Europe began 
to take place, often in the first phase of this contentious episode.
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Comparison of the episodes, or how to lay 
the dominoes 

A comprehensive or broader comparison and evaluation would require 
a longer timeframe, a wider range of actors, Others, media, etc. However, 
a preliminary description of the crystallisation of each episode can be 
derived from the available data. 

Focusing on extra-institutional participation, protests and demon-
strations (non-violent, violent, and violent direct action against persons 
or property), the first episode associated with the wave of antigypsyism 
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took place mainly in regions and counties with extensive social differ-
ences and higher levels of social tension, as well as a higher number of 
socially excluded localities and conflicts between the Roma and local 
residents. Thus, in 2011 (n = 62), almost 50% (48.4%) of violent actions 
(persons, property) or demonstrations (violent or non-violent) took 
place in the Ústí nad Labem region, with the (neighbouring) Liberec 
region being most represented in these categories (8.1%, with con-
flicts in Nový Bor as well as some parts of Liberec, Tanvald, Osečná, 
etc.). However, if we look at conventional strategies (such as meet-
ings, conferences, declarations, appeals, etc.), these activities also took 
place in other regions such as South Moravia (11.9%), Hradec Králové 
and Liberec (9.8%); in the traditionally contentious Moravian-Silesian 
region it was “only” 5.9%. Prague accounts for 13.9% of the total, with 
Ústí nad Labem at 26.7%.

The 2015 situation is somewhat different if we are only talking about 
events involving migrants, refugees, or Muslims. If we again focus spe-
cifically on demonstrations, protests, and violent direct actions (n = 41; 
not counting blockades), 63.4% of them took place in Prague and 17.1% 
in the South Moravian region, with the remaining regions all below 5%. 
However, even if we look at all of the claims-making strategies in total, 
Prague comprised 57%, and only the South Moravian region exceed-
ed 5% (5.7%).

In other words, if we look at claims-making as a  whole, the two 
episodes differed in the positioning and centrality of certain reper-
toires of contention (as well as the other parameters listed below, which 
informed their character, targets, addressees and course). When com-
paring the two episodes, the 2015 protests were predominantly concen-
trated in the capital, with fewer protests but higher participation (and 
vice versa). This implies a different role for the actors involved in each 
episode.

Elite engagement

The proportion of elites that verbalised or participated in claims-making 
was nearly twice as large in 2015. Furthermore, assessments of Others—
for instance, negative assessments of migrants/refugees/Muslims/Islam 
made by elites—had almost doubled; the intensity of such sentiments 
towards the Roma had also increased compared to 2011. Considering the 
manner and intensity with which elites speak of the Roma, it is possible 
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that one of the factors in 2011 may have also been the continued imple-
mentation of European integration policies (especially socio-economic 
ones, see, e.g., Koubek, 2013) mandated by the EU. The government 
also made several attempts to mediate conflicts directly in certain areas 
(e.g. Radek John, Petr Nečas, Jaromír Drábek), with representatives par-
ticipating in debates with local residents and mayors, though this did not 
bring forth much change in the local mood.

However, the increasingly frequent and negative statements by 
elites and their framing of Others did not have an impact on protests 
or extra-institutional participation (especially in the case of demonstra-
tions, violent actions, etc.), the frequency of such events, nor their radi-
calism. In 2015, the number of protests was down by almost one-third. In 
other words, the performance of elites in 2015, although noticeably more 
negative, polarised, and frequent in terms of Othering, was not reflected 
in the overall radicality of the repertoire, its frequency, or its intensity. 
Although the concentration of protests in the capital, where the pres-
ence of elites is greater (whether pro- or anti-refugee), may have played 
a role in the frequency of claims, it rather appears that the evolution of 
public opinion had a reactive effect on their attitudes in 2015 (Zaller, 
1992, cf. Pichardo, 1995; Norris & Cable, 1994), as public sentiment had 
become increasingly negative over time (referring to the first year of the 
contentious episode). This, in turn, partly ties into the discussion on the 
attitudes of elites and political parties and the polarisation of voters or 
the public, where the latter “may reflect tensions or the absence of ten-
sions (between elites and the public), while at the same time, elites may 
be at least conditioned by the polarisation of the masses” (Lebedová, 
2017, p. 61), or it may be a “cyclical relationship in which polarisation 
among elites reflects polarisation among the engaged public, and polar-
isation among elites increases engagement among members of the mass 
public who respond to clear political choices with greater engagement” 
(Han, 2010, p. 812). However, in contrast to the present text, most such 
studies tend to focus on electoral participation, often within a US con-
text and in relation to the mutual polarisation both between elites and 
the electorate; limited attention is thus paid to the public’s participa-
tion in protests or extra-institutional activities in response to the elites. 
As much as can be inferred or concluded based on the two cases anal-
ysed here, the influence of elites on mobilisation, as well as protests and 
extra-institutional participation, may not necessarily be of a clearly linear 
nature, i.e., from the elites to the public, as is sometimes assumed by the 
media or public sphere.
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Framing

What changed, however, was how these Others were generally being 
framed or perceived as a “threat”. While the Roma were perceived mainly 
as a socio-economic threat, both in socially excluded localities and in the 
vicinity of the majority society—thereby threatening social coexistence 
and inflicting crime, disease, drug use, and other burdens on the social 
system—migrants and refugees were more often presented as a threat, 
and perceived (in 94.8% of cases) as a symbolic, cultural threat to Euro-
pean values and identity, jeopardising religious and moral principles.

It is also interesting to observe how the author of each claim depicts 
the Roma and migrants, refugees and Muslims, and their potential as 
social threats. Although there were almost no refugees in the country at 
the time, they were perceived as an extreme threat to society by almost 
three times as many claimants (claim-makers) in 2015 as the Roma in 
2011. What’s more, this is all in a context where the coexistence of the 
Roma and the majority society was being reported as bad by 81% of 
respondents in standard opinion polls (e.g. CVVM), and the negative 
attitude of the Czech public towards Others had remained virtually 
unchanged (CVVM, 2015).

The spheres or fields (cultural, socio-economic, and civic-political) 
of social conflict5 within which the claims were situated in each episode/
year also changed. However, this was not entirely in the sense of one 
sphere being supplanted by another, such as a change in the dimension 
between mainstream politics and extra-institutional participation, as 
was postulated in the analysis of several cases over the previous decades 
(Císař & Vráblíková, 2019). On the other hand, this does not imply that 
the shifting context of social conflict and culture wars heralds a general 
shift towards the cultural sphere, and that the last decade’s socio-eco-
nomic or political conflicts would thus be completely replaced by cultur-
al conflicts related to identity, values, and the like. Although the collect-
ed data show that the site of conflict had shifted from the socio-economic 
sphere to the cultural sphere (36.6% in 2015 compared to 13.1% in 2011), 
the political sphere (in a broader sense) and politically charged claims 

5	 Naturally, the boundaries of these (cultural, socio-economic, political) spheres may partially 
overlap (in that case, both spheres were included in the analysis), but for the classification 
of individual topics (where, for example, the framework of “support for family care” would 
be directed towards the social sphere, while the framework “support for same-sex couples/
families” would denote a political aspect) a broader definition suffices.
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or those addressing topical policies remained almost the same (41–43%). 
What is important is that the perceptions of Others and the nature of 
the claims (as well as their designation as threats) remained unchanged. 
In other words, the socio-economic sphere and claims-making were pre-
dominantly associated with the Roma in both 2011 and 2015. Similarly, 
a cultural emphasis was associated with refugees, migrants, and Muslims. 
Therefore, the question is whether, despite the frequent and widespread 
accentuation of the topic of culture wars over the last decade, some Oth-
ers were still as frequently labelled or ostracised as in previous decades.

The data suggest that it may also be important to differentiate 
between different Others in relation to concepts such as the culture 
wars, as confirmed by the issues tied to the Roma and migrants/refugees/
Muslims. The issues in the analysis indicate broader areas/topics linked 
to the Others (as opposed to more detailed frames or micro-frames). 
For the Roma, the issues most emphasised in 2011 were, for example: 
(1) increasing or defending security in society, but also (2) eliminating 
prejudice, hatred, and discrimination, (3) reducing inter-ethnic conflict, 
(4) activities of the government, political parties and Parliament, or sim-
ply (5) socio-economic and market integration. In addition, in 2015 the 
most prominent issue associated with the Roma was clearly (1) socio-eco-
nomic integration and market integration, followed by reiterations of 
prominent themes from 2011, such as (2) reduction of inter-ethnic con-
flict, (3–4) eliminating prejudice, hatred, and discrimination, and the 
activities of the government, political parties and Parliament, but also 
(5) human rights and the integration of Roma into society, which was 
seen as a positive need. In other words, the themes associated with the 
Roma have remained steady over the years, only marginally touching on 
the content of the culture wars phenomenon.

Using the same comparison, we see a different picture for migrants/
refugees/Muslims. In 2011, the most emphasised issues were (1) mul-
ticultural coexistence and acceptance of foreign culture, followed by 
(2) integration of foreigners and assistance to refugees, then (3–4) elim-
inating discrimination, racism, and prejudice and reducing inter-ethnic 
conflict, (5) opposing radical Islam and security issues. In 2015, appeals 
(of one kind or another) to (1) the actions of the government, polit-
ical parties, and Parliament were particularly strengthened; what is 
more, given that the analysed period was at the beginning of the con-
tentious episode, the most notable topics were the mutually contradic-
tory demands for (2) the integration of foreigners, assistance to refu-
gees and, conversely, (3) putting an end to migration and the admission 
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of refugees, (4) eliminating discrimination, racism and prejudice, and 
reducing inter-ethnic conflict, as well as (5) the activities of foreign insti-
tutions and governments, which were frequently mentioned. In the case 
of these Others, the demands were thus often directed towards issues that 
might be more associated with culture wars.

Target change and target framing

The aforementioned activities of foreign institutions—mainly the EU—
stem from or are logically related to partial changes in the targets or 
addressee of the claims, with the EU becoming a more frequent target 
(see also Slačálek, 2021) in the context of the anti-migrant wave (mostly 
through a negative lens). However, it should be noted that these claims 
towards the EU have higher percentage points (7% compared to almost 
zero in 2011). Yet the EU is the third most frequent target (apart from pub-
lic/civil society in general) after the Government and the media. On the 
other hand, claims addressing the Government (including negative assess-
ments) appear at a relatively constant rate. In 2015, the media also became 
twice as targeted by claims, though perhaps surprisingly in a less negative 
light. In 2015, the media was portrayed negatively in 14% of cases, down 
from 19% in 2011. One would expect higher percentages given the devel-
opment of social media and disinformation outlets. However, this is a pre-
liminary analysis of only the initial year of each contentious episode.

Using a slightly different lens than the broader themes and issues, 
we will focus on certain/specific frames and micro-frames at a more 
detailed level. This is partly because until now, we have rather exam-
ined how different Others compare within a given discourse or topic. 
We will now focus more on the individual episodes. Our aim is to ascer-
tain which (micro)frames showed a shift between the two contentious 
episodes, yielded interesting values, or proved to be consistently strong 
throughout. It is clear that some of the frames under study are, by their 
nature, tied to certain Others. Typically these are frames that, for exam-
ple, accentuate “the need for a strong Roma political party” or high-
light problems with “usury” or “socially excluded localities”. The same 
is true for themes and frames pertaining specifically to refugees and/or 
migrants, such as “opposition to quotas” or “strengthening border secu-
rity”, as well as frames and claims relating to Islam. In other words, we 
will focus primarily on the frames that concern both categories of Others 
in the framework of Othering and contentious episodes. 
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Some (micro-) frames’ (highly) prominent positions did not change. 
This includes, for example, “security” and the “negative view of the gov-
ernment” (which is likely common in every period). On the other hand, 
due perhaps to the structural nature of the two episodes, the frames 
related to the need for “government assistance” rose dramatically in 
2015 within the context of the refugee wave. Furthermore, as already 
suggested, the EU (either as a whole or in reference to its institutions 
or representatives) is oddly almost absent in the 2011 anti-Roma pro-
tests; the topic (and the frame) was only invoked by the refugee wave. 
This can also be attributed to the focus on transnational issues, unlike in 
2011. Conversely, concerns about the “deterioration of coexistence” were 
emphasised much less than in 2011 (decreasing from 13% of all frames to 
3% in 2015). Understandably, however, the regional nature of antigypsy-
ism, the nature of the second episode, and the shift towards more cultur-
al spheres and frames exhibited that year, all need to be reflected here.

Furthermore, in 2015 frames such as “prejudice” or the “spread of 
hatred” were often mentioned, which—in the context of the first protests 
and the birth of the conflict—were also articulated by those who took 
no issue with accepting refugees and instead called for solidarity and 
help for refugees (which, by the way, was the second strongest micro-
frame in 2015). This created a specific movement/anti-movement situa-
tion in which, although it changed dynamically over time, these frames 
were extremely significant, at least at the beginning of this contentious 
episode.

A particularly interesting category of frames when comparing the two 
episodes is micro-frames that one might assume would be relevant for 
both episodes, though in reality they are not. This applies, for example, 
to the prominence of “populism” and “populists” at the onset of both 
waves. In 2011 this frame was scarcely present, though we might have 
expected some politicians to make use of it, especially from regions with 
higher social tensions. Such articulations of this frame were rather spo-
radic, for example, in connection with some civic activists who (seeming-
ly) wanted to attract attention for various reasons when social problems 
escalated (such as Lukáš Kohout). The frame of populism and the “neg-
ative influence of populists” was only prominent in connection with the 
2015 refugee crisis (and it was also the strongest micro-frame). This also 
ties into the increasingly prevalent framework of the “spread of hatred 
and amorality” by some actors (especially political elites), which almost 
doubled since 2011. Also, the micro-frame of “criminality”, which one 
would expect following the close media coverage of the refugee wave, 
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was hardly accentuated, unlike in 2011. Similarly, one of the topics 
(micro-frames) frequently tied to culture wars—“political correctness”, 
as one of the symbols of liberal discourse and subsequently a target of 
the national-conservative backlash and its representatives—was some-
what surprisingly (especially in 2015) underemphasised in both cases. 
A number of other (micro)frames could be mentioned here, but these 
examples may suffice to elucidate the contentious episodes under study.

Discussion

This text operates on a detailed empirical-analytical level and concerns 
only Central and Eastern Europe, specifically the Czech Republic. The 
culture wars presented here understandably reflect certain particulars 
that are, to some extent, lacking in Western European countries and the 
United States. However, studies from Central Europe are so theoretical 
that it sometimes seems that “the concept of culture wars is in itself so 
ambiguous that it might merit the use of inverted commas” (Hesová, 
2021, p. 33). The chapter presented here takes a different approach than 
theoretical studies, which does not mean that it is not relevant for the 
broader context, albeit at the level of discussion.

Even from the outline of the analysis, it is evident that both the tar-
gets/objects of the claims and the associated issues, as well as some micro-
frames, changed over the course of just five years. The obvious question 
then is whether this process, captured in two years, reflects a broader 
shift in society’s cleavage lines. Similarly, references have been made to 
a shift towards the so-called “new xenophobia”, whose targets are “iden-
tified not primarily racially, biologically or ethnically, but culturally or 
ideologically” (Barša, 2021). However, this change in the nature of social 
conflict is rooted in a change in the mechanism of public discourse. The 
said mechanism is described as shifting from potential consensus or com-
promise to confrontation, whereby the various positions and fronts with-
in the culture wars become unchanging and definitive, only changing 
or intertwining based on related themes, though the targets and camps 
remain the same. This sharpening would correspond to some of the out-
comes of the analysis, such as the increase of negative attitudes exhibited 
by elites towards Others—refugees, Muslims, and Islam—in 2015, when 
their claims about these Others more frequently comprised the bipolar 
framings of imminent danger and definitions of positions of good/evil, 
or a designation of these Others as an essential threat to society.
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This raises follow-up questions, especially with regard to the phe-
nomenon of culture wars as a mechanism of societal division in the last 
decade. Firstly, whether and to what extent these cleavages, often con-
ceptualised as bipolar, are dominant; and whether they intersect or over-
lap with other conflict lines in society (economic/social-status, political, 
demographic, etc.). Secondly, if we include European Others in this con-
text—which may not be the same as in the case of culture wars—should 
we distinguish and closely examine the mechanisms of their exclusion, 
which may be different and, in some cases, unrelated to culture wars? In 
other words, do these practices differ depending on the individual Oth-
er—and if so, how? In our case, this refers to the Roma and migrants/
refugees/Muslims (just as they might differ for LGBT+ minorities, etc.). 
Furthermore, how do culture wars fit in within a Central and Eastern 
European context—that is, especially in terms of Others that have long 
been associated with Central Europe, such as the Roma?

The analysis shows that attitudes toward some Others, namely the 
Roma in this case, were or still are associated more with socioeconomic 
factors and build on the argumentation that arose in this context before 
2010. On the other hand, however, it is possible that they were really just 
a smokescreen for the cultural—discriminatory or racist—attitudes of the 
Czech public. On a similar note, what role was played here, and to what 
extent, by the EU’s post-2000 policies, mainly in terms of the concept 
of social exclusion and socio-economic priorities such as employment, 
housing, healthcare, education and an individual approach to integra-
tion, as well as assimilation as a concept for integrating the Roma into 
society (Marushiakova & Popov, 2015; Koubek, 2013)? These EU poli-
cies were understandably adopted by the Czech government (due to the 
conditions of the EU accession process, the acquis communautaire and the 
subsequent adoption of individual treaties, regulations and directives, 
etc., but also due to European funding). The country’s political represen-
tation, owing to its European ties, thus tried to dampen social conflicts 
and the framing gradually began to change in the decades that followed. 
However, the cultural undertones remained present, as evidenced (not 
only) by the violent attacks on the Roma in the years under analysis. 
Nevertheless, even the public gradually adopted formally “neutral” and 
“non-discriminatory” socio-economic discourse towards the Roma. Thus, 
although officially conceptualised in an individualised way as “social-
ly excluded”, in reality the Roma were more likely to be considered 
a “privileged group that undeservedly enjoys privileges not available 
to the majority”. This sentiment gradually informed both the policies 
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and practices critically adopted by the EU and the government(s). This 
resulted in some kind of a double trap, whereby Czech society formally 
adopted the discourse of “social exclusion” (negatively understood as 
“unadaptability”), though in the majority society, it really just became 
a code name for the Roma, an “old ethno-racial wine in a new bottle with 
a formally ethnically-neutral vignette” (Čada, 2012, p. 76). 

This was also illustrated in 2022 in relation to Ukrainian refugees 
and their generally positive reception in the Czech Republic, though 
the Ukrainian Roma did not enjoy such support from the Czech public 
or local governments, citing their “different lifestyle” (and/or support 
was given albeit with significant reluctance). The deep-rooted negative 
sentiments towards the Roma were thus manifested in this context (e.g., 
Ukrainian Roma refugees in Brno being housed in inhospitable condi-
tions near the main train station). 

Due to the lack of data, one can only speculate as to whether these 
were rather manifestations of racism argued by the discourse on an 
“established” social level, and to what extent these aspects are intercon-
nected (in the long term). Considering that the cultural aspect and cul-
ture wars were intentionally brought into subsequent debates on the top-
ic by some actors, it is, of course, worth inquiring into whether, how, and 
to what extent these topics are articulated by certain actors within the 
social field, while others (modelled here by the authorities) refrain from 
this subject matter and discourse. Nevertheless, previous forms of xeno-
phobia based on ethnicity or social factors have endured throughout the 
last decade, at a time when culture wars have become a subject of debate. 
For example, the issues, frames and fields or spheres associated with the 
Roma did not change much between the years examined in the analysis 
and they accentuated themes that were self-evident even in the previous 
decades (Koubek, 2013).  But of course, they may have been cultural in 
nature even then, only covered by a veneer aimed at the social sphere.

Conclusion

Distinct patterns in how the conflict crystallised, the different conten-
tious episodes, and the relationship to the Others in question, can all 
be identified here. While 2011 was more de-centralised in terms of pro-
tests (despite the dominance of the Ústí region), and the conflict was 
more focused on the social aspects of coexistence in localities with a high 
presence of Roma, the 2015 protest was more centralised in the capital, 
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which can likely explain the higher engagement of elites. Their involve-
ment, however, did not affect the frequency of demonstrations (or violent 
actions), despite the fact that compared to 2011, their view of refugees/
migrants/Muslims was much more negative, more often presented in the 
Manichean terms of good and evil. However, contrary to assumptions 
presented in the media or public sphere, the attitudes of elites (especially 
in 2015) generally became increasingly negative in response to protests 
or developments within public discourse, rather than being the initial 
catalyst.

The analysis also showed that the discourse related to certain Oth-
ers—in this case, the Roma—can and does build on the discourse that 
has been reproduced in the Czech Republic since approximately 2000 
on socio-economic topics such as exclusion, housing, employment, and 
education. This discourse has also been tied to these Others over the last 
decade and in 2015. A natural question that arises then is to what extent 
the culture wars addressed these Others or their Othering as a frequently 
cited exemplar of social conflict in the last decade (namely in the specific 
milieu of Central and Eastern Europe, where this concept has rather 
been transposed from an American or Western European context).

The perception of Others as a social threat, in this case the Roma and 
migrants/refugees/Muslims, also varied within the practice of Othering. 
While the Roma were perceived primarily as a socio-economic threat 
endangering “our” social well-being—causing crime, disease, drug use, 
and other economic burdens—refugees/migrants and Muslims were pri-
marily perceived as a cultural threat to European values, identity, and 
morality, as well as religious and moral principles. This is tied to the 
dominance of the different spheres or fields that contextualised the indi-
vidual claims within each of the episodes. In 2011, the socio-economic 
sphere was the most prevalent, whereas in 2015, the significance of the 
cultural sphere saw an increase (though the political sphere remained 
almost unchanged). Understandably, each episode was tied to one pre-
dominant group of Others. Nevertheless, in both years cultural claims 
were clearly directed more towards refugees/migrants/Muslims and, in 
turn, socio-economic claims more towards the Roma. In this case, too, it 
is worth inquiring into how the phenomenon of culture wars intersects 
with society’s relationship to particular Others.

This also applies to the issues with which different Others are asso-
ciated. Setting aside the numerous appeals for government action or 
assistance in both years, the Roma were more often associated with 
issues related to security, socio-economic integration, integration into 
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the labour market, and employment—whereas refugees or Muslims were 
associated with cultural issues, such as multicultural coexistence and 
acceptance of foreign culture, integration of foreigners and assistance for 
refugees, or, conversely, ending migration and the admission of refugees. 
However, for both categories of Others, issues related to, for example, 
the elimination of prejudice, discrimination, racism, and the reduction 
of inter-ethnic conflict were raised by their allies, supporters, or similar 
actors at the beginning of both episodes.

These concrete issues show that, though some members of society 
actively opposed the Others and saw no positives in living with them, 
at least at the beginning of each episode, oppositional, allied or “sup-
portive” actors who were not necessarily labelled as Others themselves 
entered the public sphere (including protests and extra-institutional 
participation). Thus, pointing to the discursive field (Steinberg, 2002) 
in which actors and Others operate, Othering is not simply a bipolar 
hierarchical relationship in which a given minority or group (whether 
discursive, symbolic, or otherwise defined) is excluded from the domi-
nant pole of discourse (not only) in the public space. 

In the analysis of the first two years of the contentious episodes, the 
claims in a public space gradually and to a greater extent began involv-
ing foreign institutions such as the EU, which, in 2015, became a more 
frequented target of the anti-refugee wave (mostly assessed under a neg-
ative light). However, how these targets have changed in the long term in 
relation to the concept of culture wars cannot be answered here based on 
the data presented. Nevertheless, the fact that the EU partly assumed the 
role of the “rotten West” by failing to meet the expectations of the Central 
European countries who had joined it (including Czech society’s uncrit-
ically positive reception in the 1990s) is evident from the comparison of 
the two years analysed. The EU’s image as an enemy of the Czech Repub-
lic, imposing its “nonsensical” policies and regulations onto the country, 
often chided for being of no benefit to Czech society, is a sentiment which 
grew increasingly stronger during the analysed episodes. Understand-
ably, the (formerly dominant) liberal-cosmopolitan segment of society 
also gradually became a domestic target, and the polarisation of soci-
ety further crystallised as conservative backlash intensified.

In conclusion, such analyses are rather unique in Central Europe, 
and the outputs presented herein are only part of the first tentative out-
lines of a mosaic that could contribute to our understanding of different 
contentious episodes and the differences between them, both in terms 
of protests, mobilisation, and, in light of the focus of this book, to the 
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study of culture wars, Othering, and Others. Hopefully this fractional 
collection of data will at least contribute to further research.
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4. When Culture Wars Come to a Czech 
Town: Horizontal, Vertical, and Reverse 
Othering in Populist and Anti-Populist 
Narratives

Václav Walach

Introduction

This chapter examines the culture wars that were fought in the Czech city 
of Havířov in the 2010s. Two cases of the far-right’s challenge towards 
Havířov’s left-wing political elite and other dominant actors are anal-
ysed, focusing on narratives that both sides of this political conflict 
used to “Other” certain groups. The adversaries were represented by the 
Workers’ Party of Social Justice (Dělnická strana sociální spravedlnos-
ti, DSSS) and the party Freedom and Direct Democracy (Strana přímé 
demokracie, SPD), likely two of the most popular examples of “right-
wing extremism” and “right-wing populism” respectively in Czechia 
(Havlík & Mareš, 2017). The narratives which these parties employed 
in Havířov were based on a story of elite conspiracy that involved the 
relocation of racialised groups of people to Havířov’s “socially exclud-
ed localities”—the official term for sites of segregated poverty (GAC, 
2015)—against the will of local inhabitants.

The present study is contextualised by the recent narrative turn in 
populism research, where populist storytelling is seen as “performing the 
naming of an ‘us’ that exists in perpetual confrontation with a ‘them’” 
(Casullo, 2020, p. 27; cf. Nordensvard & Ketola, 2022; Taş, 2022; 
Yanchenko, 2021; Homolar & Löfflmann, 2021; Ungureanu & Popartan, 
2020). Given the populist structure of the DSSS and SPD narratives, 
I refer to both parties as “populist” and, in turn, to the defending actors 
in Havířov as “anti-populist”. Such a distinction between populist and 
anti-populist narrators and their narratives is an analytical decision based 
on convenience. The label “anti-populist” should not be understood here 
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as an explicit criticism of populist ideology or style (Moffitt, 2018), as 
such rhetoric was not part of the storytelling under study. The anti-pop-
ulist label is applied here simply for designating the other side of the 
conflict. Thus, in this chapter, populists are those who tell right-wing 
populist narratives and anti-populists are those who try to counter them.

This chapter aims to answer the question of how populist and 
anti-populist narratives “Othered” certain groups in the context of 
Havířov’s culture wars of the 2010s. The analysis focuses on three forms 
of Othering: horizontal, vertical, and reverse Othering. While the first 
two have been elaborated in the recent theorising of right-wing populism 
and denote both elite and non-elite (albeit equally dangerous) public 
figures (Brubaker, 2020), reverse Othering refers to the Othering of pop-
ulists performed by anti-populists.

The data analysed primarily come from media reports and political 
documents. Othering in the narratives of DSSS was further captured by 
observations made at various political events, including council meetings 
and interviews with local government representatives. I obtained this 
data while conducting ethnographic research in Havířov at the time, the 
aim of which was to explore how inhabitants of the socially excluded 
locality of Šumbark and local politicians, bureaucrats, and a corporate 
landlord construct the issue of security in relation to excluded localities 
(see Walach, 2020, 2014).

The chapter is organised into three main sections. The first section 
introduces the theoretical framework based on a narrative approach to 
populism. The next section presents the analytical findings of narra-
tive Othering separately for each case of populist opposition. The con-
cluding remarks discuss the findings in terms of different reactions of 
Havířov’s political elite to right-wing populist Othering.

Populist storytelling and its Others

Although the significance of political narratives has long been acknowl-
edged (e.g. De Fina, 2018; Hartley, 2016; Shenhav, 2006), populism 
research has only recently started exploring populism as a type of polit-
ical narrative (Nordensvard & Ketola, 2022; Ungureanu & Popartan, 
2020). Kostiantyn Yanchenko (2021) understands political narrative as 
a story in clear sequential order that connects politically relevant events 
in a meaningful way. Political narrative is thus defined by its plot (a mean-
ingful structure with a beginning, middle and end), characters (typically 
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human individuals or collectives who set the plot in motion: heroes, vil-
lains, and victims), and a political meaning (the point of the story that 
makes it worth telling and hearing, and that is somehow related to pub-
lic affairs). As such, political narratives are vital for producing a social 
identity and sense of belonging. “Political narrative is active in group 
formation, creating a composite protagonist (‘we’)” that is different from 
“adversarial ‘they’ outsiders and enemies, thereby constructing cultural 
identity that includes everyone except ‘others’” (Hartley, 2016, p. 2).

Populist narrative is a political narrative which uses the “populist nar-
rative frame” (Nordensvard & Ketola, 2022, p. 862). This frame is based 
on the mythical plot of corrupt elites betraying pure people. It is thus 
people-centric and anti-elitist, with the two entities being constructed 
as antagonistic and homogenous (cf. Mudde, 2004). Yanchenko (2021, 
p. 209) defines populist narrative as a “politically relevant story about 
the conflict between a positive homogeneous in-group and a negative 
homogeneous out-group with the latter being hierarchically higher than 
the former”. This succinct definition can be expanded by including other 
characters. Crisis is a prominent inanimate character in populist story-
telling (cf. Laclau, 2005). Populists reinforce a sense of crisis, vying to 
mobilise the electorate to end it (Taş, 2022; Homolar & Scholz, 2019). 
Another typical character is the saviour figure. Populist narrators present 
themselves as heroes, vowing to express the real will of the people—the 
true hero of the populist story. Other characters include other villain 
figures such as ethnic minorities, immigrants, LGBT+ people, etc., com-
monly featured in right-wing populism. These horizontal Others (as 
compared to vertical elite Others) help preserve the in-group’s homoge-
neity through their expulsion from the people’s body (Kim, 2022; Casul-
lo, 2020; Ungureanu & Popartan, 2020; Hogan & Haltinner, 2015).

If Othering is an inevitable component of political narrative, the Oth-
ering in populist storytelling is then performed in a specific manner. As 
“a call to action so as to confront the traitor and the enemy” (Ungure-
anu & Popartan, 2020, p. 42), a populist narrative entails a negation of 
the pluralistic view of the Other and complex intergroup relations. In 
the right-wing populism that often builds on ethno-cultural and exclu-
sive nationalism, if not racism (cf. De Cleen, Glynos, & Mondon, 2021; 
Lazaridis & Campani, 2017; Wodak, 2015), Manichean logic drives the 
construction of “us” and “them”—of good, honest people pitted against 
evil, arrogant, and incompetent elites and the Others working alongside 
them trying to harm the people. These Others are, above all, dangerous 
and responsible for the decay of society. They tend to be represented as 
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the enemy who “poses an existential threat to the community” (Gerő et 
al., 2017, p. 15).

While the category of “the people” may be pivotal for populists, it 
is of no coincidence that right-wing populists seem more preoccupied 
with “enemies” (Casullo, 2020; Kinnvall, 2018; Hogan & Haltinner, 
2015). It is through the processes of enemy-making that the category 
of the people acquires identity and unity. As Márton Gerő et al. (2017, 
p. 18) claim:

Pointing out the enemy may be the main method of creating a group since the 
enemy should be precisely the opposite of “Us”. By strengthening loyalty and 
evoking strong emotions, collective enemy images are able to strengthen the 
capacity for mobilisation of these imagined communities.

The populist narrative has been characterised as an effective means of 
political persuasion and mobilisation (Nordensvard & Ketola, 2022; 
Homolar & Löfflmann, 2021; Casullo, 2020; Freistein & Gadinger, 2020; 
Ungureanu & Popartan, 2020; Homolar & Scholz, 2019). Yanchenko 
(2021) explains that the power of populist narrative to harness emotions 
in order to mobilise support for political causes comes not only from the 
story’s content but also from its form, including four primary features: 
archetypal structure, inherent emotionality, suspensefulness, and ability 
to facilitate identification. 

The structure of the populist narrative is seen as archetypal because 
“it is based on the more or less universal set of plots recognised 
elsewhere” (Yanchenko, 2021, p. 19). Populist stories resonate with 
a  community because of “their fit with known narratives” (Freistein 
& Gandinger, 2020, p. 223), such as the story of a  villain betraying 
the people and a hero sacrificing him or herself. Deeply embedded in 
many cultures and collective psyches around the world, these narra-
tives are easy to understand and therefore possess the ability to wield 
influence. The same is true of stories about dangerous Others. Accord-
ing to Yanchenko (2021, p. 213), such stories are “much older than 
the story about tolerance”, which is why believing progressive politi-
cal narratives requires more cognitive effort compared to conservative 
ones.

Emotionality is inherent to the structure of the populist narrative, 
irrespective of whether the narrative is told using emotional language; 
as it is framed as a battle between good and evil, populist narrative tends 
to elicit stronger emotions in the audience than other types of political 
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narratives (Yanchenko, 2022). These emotions veer from resentment and 
anger to feelings of betrayal, humiliation and shame, to fear and anxiety, 
etc. In a similar vein, Camil Ungureanu and Alexandra Popartan (2020, 
p. 42) consider “a logic of intensification of antagonistic emotions” that 
is “detrimental to ideological arguments, facts, and principles” as consti-
tutive to contemporary populism. 

One of the emotional reactions that populist storytelling seeks to 
induce is suspense. Described as “an emotional amalgam” (Smuts, 2021), 
suspense denotes a state of uncertainty where fear blends with hope 
(Yanchenko, 2021). The suspenseful nature of populist narrative can be 
elucidated in connection with what Taş (2022, p. 139) characterises as 
“the mystification of time” in national populism. The national populist 
narrative promotes a peculiar conception of temporality, comprising the 
stages of the mythical glorious past, crisis present, and utopian future 
that only populists can achieve if they stop the elite-led societal decline 
in time (cf. Casullo, 2020). On the one hand, populist narrators thus gen-
erate fear and anxiety by depicting the present as a time of national deg-
radation, where “ordinary” people suffer from the machinations of the 
powerful. On the other hand, these narrators breed hope by promising 
to defend the people and to correct the wrongs done to them. However, 
such a scenario of “taking back control” (Homolar & Löfflmann, 2021) 
offers no real certainty, which is precisely what makes populist narrative 
so dramatic and alluring (Yanchenko, 2021).

Finally, populist narratives facilitate identification with its in-group 
characters: the heroic people and populist leaders. Several authors 
(Homolar & Löfflmann, 2021; Freistein & Gadinger, 2020; Browning, 
2019; Kinnvall, 2018; Skonieczny, 2018) have drawn attention to the 
phantasmatic dimension of such identifications and the “impossible” 
enjoyment that is produced at this level. The Others are positioned in 
populist narratives as those standing in the way of a utopian tomorrow, 
where the people will thrive once again, by stealing our enjoyment—tak-
ing our jobs, schools, and women, abusing the welfare system, dress-
ing and eating excessively, etc. (Kinnvall, 2018; Skonieczny, 2018). The 
trick is that it is precisely this fantasy of the Other as a thief that makes 
enjoyment possible. Enjoyment exists insofar as we imagine the Other 
to be an obstacle to it. This paradox is at the heart of populist storytell-
ing. The stories of phantasmatic Others offer the otherwise inaccessible 
enjoyment that is produced through a phantasmatic clash with the Other 
who represents an externalisation of our deepest desires (cf. Freistein 
& Gadinger, 2020; Browning, 2019).
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Empirical analysis: context and findings

Havířov was founded in 1955 to accommodate the workforce needed 
to expand the local mining and metallurgical industries. Workers came 
in large numbers in exchange for higher income and affordable hous-
ing, which made Havířov one of the biggest cities in the country in the 
1970s. Following the post-1989 restoration of capitalism, Havířov lost its 
once-privileged status within the state-socialist political economy, and 
its inhabitants faced many social problems due to regional economic 
restructuring, including unemployment, declining wages, rising rents, 
and population loss. As these problems persist to this day, left-wing par-
ties such as the Czech Social Democratic Party (Česká strana sociálně 
demokratická, ČSSD) and the Communist Party of Bohemia and Mora-
via (Komunistická strana Čech a Moravy, KSČM) have dominated the 
local political scene. It was not until the 2018 municipal elections that 
a non-social-democratic or non-communist legislator became the mayor 
of Havířov. In line with the developments in national politics, it was 
a member of Andrej Babiš’s political party ANO, Josef Bělica.

During the 2010s, DSSS led by Tomáš Vandas, and SPD led by 
Tomio Okamura, tried to mobilise voters using the conspiracy narra-
tive of stranger danger related to the imagined immigration of racialised 
migrants. In 2011, DSSS exploited the narrative of an alleged secret plot 
by the municipal government and major corporate landlord Byty RPG, 
in which the “unadaptable” (read: Roma) were to be loaded onto night 
buses and moved into socially excluded localities. SPD utilised a simi-
lar narrative four years later. During the “migration crisis” (Vochovcová 
& Rosenfeldová, 2021; Krčál & Naxera, 2018), SPD’s representatives pro-
moted the story of a secret government plot to house “legalised illegal 
migrants” (RMH, 2017b) in Byty RPG’s vacant flats in one of the pur-
ported destinations for these groups of Roma, known as “old Šumbark” 
or simply “Šumbark”.

Case study 1: secret night buses

The town of Havířov in the Moravian-Silesian Region is slowly but surely 
becoming another place in the Czech Republic with a deteriorating security 
situation. The dread and fear of decent citizens of being mugged or robbed by 
unadaptable crooks is spreading and becoming a nightmare. [DSSS] considers 
it necessary to express disagreement with the activities of the state and local 
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authorities, where the interests of political correctness continue to prevail at 
the expense of people’s rights and freedoms (Tiskové centrum DSSS, 2011a).

DSSS published the above-cited press release titled “Havířov above the 
abyss. Tomáš Vandas will come to support decent citizens” on 14 Sep-
tember 2011 in the wake of two interconnected developments. The first 
concerned the anti-Roma rallies that had been taking place for almost 
a month in the Šluknov region, a peripheral and deprived area in North-
ern Bohemia. These protests were triggered by violent conflicts in Nový 
Bor and Rumburk, which the media framed as manifestations of “Roma 
crime” and a result of Roma immigration (Slačálek, 2021). The rallies were 
initially organised by locals unaffiliated with the far-right movement. In 
an attempt to hijack this mobilisation, DSSS held its own demonstrations 
on September 10, 2011 in three of the region’s towns, including Varns-
dorf, where the demonstration was followed by an attack on a hostel with 
Roma occupants, ultimately prevented by the police (MVČR, 2011).

The second development represents an imagined scenario of the 
social problems associated with the Šluknov region being diffused to 
other parts of the country (Křížková, 2013). In Havířov, information 
about the possible arrival of “numerous Roma clans” (Běčák, 2011b) or 
“socially weak tenants” (Bartíková, 2011c) incited moral panic, especial-
ly among the residents of socially excluded localities. They framed the 
scenario within the context of the changing demographic structure and 
political-economic strategies of Byty RPG, a major corporate landlord 
in Havířov’s excluded localities, owned by Zdeněk Bakala.6 According to 
many residents I spoke with, while the white and better-off moved out of 
the localities, their place was mostly taken by poor Roma. The landlord 
instigated this development by driving up the rents, which made housing 
unaffordable for many tenants. Many flats became vacant as a result, 
and more continued to follow. The only group that was not deterred 
by the rising rents was the Roma, as they received housing benefits from 
the welfare system (cf. Čánová & Kašpar, 2011).

6	 Described as a “celebrity, long seen as the country’s cigar-chomping good capitalist: a banker 
and media mogul who became one of the country’s richest men by taking a contrarian bet on 
investing in coal” (Cunningham, 2016), Bakala privatised the mining company Ostrava-Karvi-
ná Mines (OKD) together with more than 40,000 flats mostly situated in the Moravian-Silesian 
Region in 2004. He promised to sell these flats to sitting tenants but never did, resulting in hea-
vy criticism from tenants and politicians. Populists have also admonished him for providing 
financial support to traditional right-wing parties and liberal causes, including his expressed 
support for Zeman’s rival in the 2013 presidential elections (cf. Motýl, 2012).



98

Over time, this rhetoric spawned a racist and anti-elite narrative which 
presented the threat of the arrival of “socially unadaptable” individuals 
(Karban, 2011a)—another euphemism for Roma. The narrative assumed 
the clear contours of a conspiracy, with this wave of immigration being 
portrayed as the result of an informal agreement between Byty RPG and 
the local government, under which Roma families were to be relocated to 
Šumbark via secret night buses (cf. Walach, 2020). The media reproduced 
the narrative mostly by giving a voice to its audience and locals (Bartíková, 
2011c; Kelnerová, 2011b). The daily Haló noviny (2012) reported on an 
email they received in which the migration wave was described as

the plots of the powerful and the helplessness of ordinary people in reality. 
Something very strange, even unbelievable, is happening in the area where 
I was. Roma from the Šluknov region moving to Karviná [another town in 
the Moravia-Silesian Region] and Havířov to the houses of RPG Byty, LLC. 
Buses arrive at night, stop quite far [from the neighbourhoods], and travellers 
quietly walk the rest of the way.

A scenario detailing the possible arrival of a racialised dangerous Other 
thus soon evolved into the story of a process already in motion, orchestrat-
ed by the landlord and the municipality (Bartíková, 2011b; Macošková, 
2011). While Byty RPG and Bakala retained the role of the main villain in 
the narrative, the municipality’s involvement was not interpreted unani-
mously. Some painted it as the primary agent, prompting mayor Zdeněk 
Osmanczyk (ČSSD) to publicly refute that “the council decided on the 
mass relocation of Roma inhabitants to the city” (Kelnerová, 2011a). Oth-
ers instead saw its involvement as a matter of political corruption, where 
the municipality simply tolerated the company’s schemes out of fear or 
for a profit commission (cf. Walach, 2020). Regardless, the main villains 
of the secret-night-buses narrative were represented as rapacious prof-
it-seekers who enrich themselves at the expense of ordinary people and 
who generally express no interest in their problems, including problems 
which stem from their coexistence with Roma.

The category of Roma was predominantly constructed as radically 
different from the category of Czechs in the discourse adopted both 
in interviews and the media (cf. Walach, 2020, 2014). It was precisely 
this difference—a deviation from the norm of white “mentality” or “cul-
ture”—that various actors usually used to elucidate why the coexistence 
of Roma and Czechs at a local level was so conflictual. The Roma faced 
blame because of their supposed inability to attain the civilisational 
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standard set by the Czechs. In line with findings from other studies 
(e.g., Kupka, 2021; Slačálek, 2021; Albert, 2019), the Roma were pre-
dominantly identified with a noisy, messy, and bothersome way of life, 
where criminality and social benefits serve as a substitute for work and 
various forms of “positive discrimination” (being granted generous 
social benefits and evading formal control agencies) additionally pro-
vide them with an undeservedly happy life (Walach, 2020). The follow-
ing quotations from Šumbark residents illustrate this phantasmatic form 
of Roma Othering:

The situation in the city is bad. Mainly on the outskirts of Šumbark, the old 
part, where Gypsies move into the flats and make a mess. The old-timers can’t 
leave their flats.

It bothers me. Let all of us have the same conditions. All of us. That’s the basis 
of why I’m here. Crime is rising, and I think that it’s a matter of repression, 
which might not work here. Repression only works against normal honest 
people (Kelnerová, 2011c).

As was the case in the Šluknov region, DSSS attempted to take advan-
tage of the discontent expressed by some of Havířov’s  residents and 
assembled two rallies in September and October 2011. It was during 
the latter rally that the secret-night-buses narrative explicitly entered the 
DSSS’s discourse. In order to promote the event, a petition was launched 
against the relocation of “the unadaptable” to Havířov (Tiskové centrum 
DSSS, 2011c). When asked what he aimed to achieve with the demon-
stration, Vandas replied that he hoped that they “would help the local 
citizens to solve a long-neglected situation” and explained that “[t]he 
local people are turning to us for help relating to the fact that unadapt-
able citizens are being moved here. That they even bring buses full of 
people here at night so that it is not so obvious” (Vidiševská, 2011b). The 
demonstration did not attract much interest. Only a few dozen people 
participated, unlike the previous demonstration, which was attended by 
hundreds. This essentially put an end to DSSS’s efforts to capitalise on 
“public fear from the Šluknov region” (Karban, 2011b) in Havířov. 

The ways in which DSSS constructed horizontal and vertical Others 
seem to be straight out of a populism textbook. The party members pre-
sented the Roma and the political elite as two sides of the same “para-
sitic” coin (Kněžický, 2011; Vandas, 2011). During the September rally, 
amidst banners proclaiming: “Why are we working on an unadaptable 
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evil?” and “Governments can corrupt when good people do nothing” 
(Běčák, 2011d), Vandas thundered that “[i]t is not possible for the Roma 
minority, which doesn’t behave despite receiving social benefits, to 
expand like this in our country. It’s not fair to honest working people” 
(Kellnerová, 2011b). The Czech government was described as “greedy 
careerists who parasitise on a decent but hitherto silent majority” (Van-
das, 2011). Another party member celebrated the well-attended protest, 
arguing that “they were fed up with the ruling rabble that steals and 
cheats in broad daylight and protects only non-working Gypsies and 
unadaptable people” (Kněžický, 2011). “The dictatorship of the Euro-
pean Union” was also criticised, as was the post-1989 “corrupt regime” 
(Běčák, 2011d; Vandas, 2011).

DSSS produced an antagonistic divide between “us” (good Czech 
people who face severe hardships) and “them” (evil Roma and politi-
cal elites who give Roma preferential treatment and who are willing to 
sacrifice “decent people” for their own interests), in such a way that did 
not allow for internal differentiation. It was further reinforced with the 
rhetoric of crisis and societal decline. A local member of DSSS stated: 
“What used to work is falling apart, rising unemployment, the influx of 
Gypsy families, rising crime, and deteriorating security on the streets 
of our towns and villages. That’s the harsh reality of today” (Tiskové 
centrum DSSS, 2011b). In this context, DSSS presented itself as “the 
equal alternative to existing parliamentary parties” (Vidiševská, 2011b), 
which unlike traditional parties, stood for the victimised, decent man: 
a saviour from “crooks, the corrupt and unadaptable” (Tiskové centrum 
DSSS, 2011d). 

Representatives from Byty RPG and the Havířov municipality reject-
ed the secret-night-buses narrative. The landlord’s spokesperson, Petr 
Handl, said that information about “moving thousands of unadaptable 
inhabitants to Havířov” is “utter nonsense, rumours, and lies”. To further 
reinforce his argument, he argued that they kept the flats “intentionally 
vacant so as not to increase social tensions in these localities” despite the 
high demand. Only when the local situation improves will they let these 
flats to “tenants who will help the place” (Pleva & Krumpholzová, 2011). 
The spokesperson thus resignified the meaning of vacant flats, a central 
component of the narrative that supplied the villain’s motive: there is no 
need to bring in a profit generating Other if there are no vacant flats.

However, not everyone was convinced by such argumentation. Some 
of my Šumbark interlocutors did not believe it at all, asserting that they 
saw the number of Roma in the locality growing before their very eyes 
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(cf. Běčák, 2011a). The political representatives were reticent at first, 
though eventually, they accepted the rebuttal to the narrative. For exam-
ple, Osmanczyk first pointed to indications that this relocation plot 
might have been real (Kelnerová, 2011d), though after the cooperation 
between the municipality and Byty RPG had been established, he accept-
ed the argument about vacant flats. In my interview with Osmanczyk, he 
said: “RPG’s flats are vacant. So, no one can say that there are more and 
more Roma here, otherwise the flats would not be vacant. And there are 
a lot of them.”

Criminalisation and stigmatisation were the primary responses to the 
storytelling of DSSS. Before the September demonstration, Osmanczyk 
presented himself as “a man of the law” who would intervene if neces-
sary (Pristáš, 2011). Although he tolerated the rally, he was not “happy 
about it” and “hoped that the members and supporters of the Work-
er’s Party would not stoke riots” (Bartíková, 2011a). This hope did not 
come true. Vandas and other speakers were said to “incite intolerance 
towards the Roma” (ČTK, 2011) during the gathering, which resulted 
in a march with slogans being chanted, such as “Bohemia belongs to 
Czechs!”, which was stopped by the riot police before it reached a hostel 
with Roma occupants (Běčák, 2011d). The Havířov municipality banned 
DSSS from holding a  second demonstration, which the party had 
announced on October 28, using these events as justification. The event 
was banned due to DSSS’s association with “radical groups” that “other 
groups feel threatened by” (ČTK, 2011) and justified by “the reasonable 
fear that hostile sentiments may escalate during or immediately after the 
event, which may put participants or citizens in that part of the city in 
physical danger” (Běčák & Pristáš, 2011). Municipal councillor Monika 
Havlíčková (KSČM) then saw DSSS’s engagement with “the so-called 
unadaptables” as a tactic to “collect cheap pre-election support” without 
addressing the real issues (Havlíčková, 2011). 

The engagement of DSSS was thus mainly discussed in terms of ille-
gality and political extremism. This is of no surprise, given that the origi-
nal Workers’ Party was constitutionally dissolved by the Czech Supreme 
Court in 2010 because it sought to remove the democratic foundations 
of the Czech state, promoted violence, and had ties to neo-Nazi groups 
(Mareš, 2012). DSSS fought back by trying to reverse this criminal stig-
ma. The municipality’s decision to ban the rally was thus framed as “an 
effort to restrict freedom of expression and assembly” (Štěpánek, 2011a). 
When DSSS failed to invalidate the ban at the regional court, it interpret-
ed the court’s reaction as “further evidence of the totalitarian practices of 
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the current regime, which is afraid of oppositional views and, most impor-
tantly, of the growing dissatisfaction of the people” (Štěpánek, 2011b).

Byty RPG and the municipality reproduced the initial framing based 
on the essentialist perception of Roma’s otherness. They presented Roma 
as different, and this difference was seen as the root of the problems of 
“decent” white people. The differences between the political elite and 
DSSS were quite clear. While the latter approached the Roma homoge-
neously as enemies, Osmanczyk, for instance, attempted to include them 
in the municipality’s structures in order to address social ills. However, 
the following public statements contain echoes of anti-Roma discourse:

Coexistence with socially unadaptable fellow citizens is certainly problematic 
in our city as well. We have observed an anti-Roma sentiment in relation to the 
increase in street theft, mugging and the general behaviour of the socially unadapt-
able. We have indications that the aggressiveness of these people is also rising, 
and we must eliminate this, among other things, in the city (Karban, 2011b).

An increase in crime, aggression, insolence, especially among Roma youth, but 
not only them, prompt us to take a number of measures of a repressive nature 
(Vidiševská, 2011a).

“It is not possible for a minority group to be favoured at the expense of the 
majority. Laws apply to all, and compliance with the rules must be required 
fairly of all” (Běčák, 2011c).

Case study 2: Immigration project Havířov 2017

The circumstances under which SPD became involved in Havířov’s pol-
itics are in many ways reminiscent of the DSSS case. First, there was 
a story about “refugees from African and Asian countries” occupying 
Byty RPG’s flats in Šumbark (Kutěj, 2015). The story emerged in the 
context of the public debate on the reception of refugees from Syria and 
other war-torn countries, sparked by the European Commission’s pro-
posal to redistribute asylum seekers based on “asylum quotas” issued in 
May 2015 (Hrabálek & Đorđević, 2017). Various media (e.g., fab, 2015; 
Kutěj, 2015) implied that some of these refugees could be relocated to 
Havířov, where the Refugee Facilities Administration of the Ministry of 
the Interior (RFA) operated a residential centre for asylum seekers and 
an integration asylum centre for asylum holders. 
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Although the story was dismissed as a  “rumour” by a  journalist 
(Běčák, 2015), the spokesperson for Byty RPG, Handl, admitted that the 
company leased nine flats to the RFA, which reserved them for asylum 
holders, and that the rental of other flats was under negotiation (Kutěj, 
2015). This information led to heightened criticism towards Bakala across 
the political spectrum. President Miloš Zeman even called him “a human 
hyena”, referring to his unfulfilled promises of selling the flats to tenants 
and purported interest in “exploiting refugees” (Echo24, 2015). Others 
also pointed to what they considered “illegitimate business” because it 
was based not on market profits but on state subsidies and involved the 
reception of unwanted refugees (Haló noviny, 2015; Menschik, 2015). 
However, when Byty RPG was sold to the international firm Round Hill 
Capital in August 2015, Bakala, as a personification of corrupt elite busi-
ness, soon disappeared from the political blame game; the only excep-
tion here was Okamura’s speculation that Bakala was potentially still the 
owner of the company in 2017 (Veselý, 2017).

In Šumbark, the sale of Byty RPG only exacerbated local grievanc-
es: the residents understood that they would not become the owners of 
the rented flats. One of them commented on this with respect to Bakala 
as follows: “First he brings Gypsies to Šumbark, then he brings refugees 
here, and finally he sells us all out” (Motýl, 2015). As other studies of post-
2015 public discourse have pointed out (e.g., Vochocová & Rosenfeldová, 
2021; Rosůlek et al., 2017), “refugees” or “migrants” became predomi-
nantly equated with Muslims and black people and were characterised 
accordingly in 2015. The situation in Šumbark was similar. Blesk.cz (2015) 
quoted inhabitants who expressed concerns that “they would have to 
move out” because “Muslims […] will definitely destroy this place”. The 
construction of refugees primarily as a threat to people’s well-being can 
be evidenced by speculations of possible affiliations with Islamic State or 
their preferential treatment by the elite. “It just makes us angry to see that 
Roma or refugees from all over the world have everything for free. But we 
must work hard by ourselves,” said Veronika Turská (Motýl, 2015), a shop 
manager who later became publicly engaged in SPD’s mobilisation.

SPD officially entered the scene in March 2016 when Okamura 
declared that SPD would help citizens stand up to the Czech govern-
ment’s alleged decision to relocate “illegal immigrants from camps in 
Greece and Italy based on European Union quotas” to Kostelec nad Ohří 
and Havířov, stressing that this was “completely against the will of the 
citizens” (Parlamentní listy, 2016). As a result, SPD organised a petition 
campaign “For calling a local referendum on the placement of immigrants 
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in Havířov” and public meetings, sent an official letter to the municipal 
council, and participated in civic interpellation during the council meet-
ings. The aim of these activities was to persuade the councillors to oppose 
the government’s “secret” relocation of “illegal migrants” who “do not 
respect our culture and our laws” to Byty RPG’s flats (Běčák, 2016b, 
2016c). When this failed, SPD began weaving a conspiratorial motive 
about how a new municipal government was appointed in Havířov in 
December 2016 because the leaders of the national government “Sobotka, 
Babiš, and Bělobrádek need[ed] a duplicate of their coalition in Havířov 
so that no one would impede the main immigration project Havířov 2017, 
which was being pushed by an EU weakened by Brexit” (Běčák, 2017c). 
Okamura spoke of the “continuous settlement of migrants in Havířov” 
and otherwise evoked the impression of a crisis (SPD, 2017a).

SPD thus took up the existing narrative and augmented it with an even 
more conspiratorial plot, more intense crisis rhetoric, and ways of Other-
ing that were better suited to populist content. Okamura’s speech at the 
council meeting in April 2017 (SPD, 2017b) is replete with examples of 
such Othering. The EU, the national and local government in Havířov, 
and Residomo (ex-Byty RPG) clearly played the role of the story’s verti-
cal villain and were pitted against “normal people” who have “common 
sense” and are thus against “government refugees”. The chief wrongdoing 
of the elite lay in enabling the “colonisation of Europe and our country” 
by “culturally hostile migrants”, which was financed by “literally billions 
of crowns at the expense of our Czech citizens in need”. Residomo was 
said to “parasitise” on this process. However, since it was a private com-
pany, Okamura deemed any recourse futile. His attention was therefore 
focused on the political elite. Although the local government was criti-
cised for just idly watching what the national government was doing and 
thus not working on behalf of the citizens of Havířov, they were offered 
a chance to rectify their position. Drawing on centre-periphery tensions, 
Okamura pushed the Havířov government to express their loyalty either 
to the “Prague elite” who “sold out to Brussels” or to the “people who 
are worried about their children, about their families, about their safety, 
about their future in their own country”. He claimed that the municipality 
could “stop the settlement of migrants” despite having limited powers. 
They just needed to join forces with the regional council and Havířov’s cit-
izens to rally against the Czech government that had “submitted to the 
dictates of Brussels and betrayed our citizens”. Okamura thus posited 
SPD as a heroic representative of the good people of Havířov that inter-
pellated the municipal government to join the resistance against the 
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vertical Others who decided to do “the most pernicious thing we could do 
for our country”, that is, accepting Arab and African Muslims.

Horizontal Othering was based on cultural essentialism, refuting 
the possibility that refugees could integrate into European societies, 
as allegedly evidenced by the Western experience: “They have never 
become loyal citizens of the country, but a fifth column of hostile aliens 
who parasitise on the system which they try to destroy.” This representa-
tion of the Other as a “security and social risk” was certainly reflected in 
specific discursive elements such as “Islam”, “terrorism”, and “legalised 
illegal migrants” (SPD, 2017a), where the latter painted certain migrants 
as illegal regardless of their actual legal status. However, Okamura’s con-
struction of refugees ultimately rested on the notion of “unadaptabil-
ity”, which corresponds to the pattern of racialised Othering that was 
already observable in the case of Roma (Kim, 2022). Refugees, too, were 
said to abuse social benefits, to be heavily involved in crime, and to be 
a growing population due to ongoing migration and higher birth rates 
(SPD, 2017b). All of the above was presented as a “great social burden”. 
To quote from another one of Okamura’s speeches: [W]e at SPD say 
clearly—MONEY TO OUR PEOPLE, NOT TO UNADAPTABLE 
MIGRANTS” (SPD, 2017a, capital letters in original).

The city’s  political elite reacted to the narrative about “moving 
migrants from the current migration wave to Havířov” (SPD, 2017b) 
with a counter-narrative, in which the arrival of refugees to Havířov was 
normalised and SPD and Okamura were recast as villains. The national 
and local governments and Byty RPG/Residomo denied that the Šum-
bark flats or other facilities in the city were being rented to migrants 
who started arriving in 2015 from Syria, Eritrea, etc. The refugees were 
represented as mostly coming from Ukraine and other post-Soviet coun-
tries, and their migration was constructed as legitimate. They were not 
“economic migrants”, as Okamura claimed (Veselý, 2017), but people 
who escaped political persecution and were thus eligible for internation-
al protection. Hence, they were not “illegal migrants”; they had been 
living in Czechia legally, often for several years, and did their best to 
integrate through work, education, and decent, law-abiding behaviour. 
Such representations were typically formed in response to the stigmati-
sation of refugees by SPD officials and their supporters, as demonstrated 
by this quotation by Deputy Mayor Alena Zedníková (ČSSD):

They complain that the children of asylum seekers are arrogant, that they 
swear at [their children] in a language that they do not know, that they look 
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down on them. I have personally visited schools attended by children from 
families from countries which are described as problematic. […] The children 
of asylum seekers are individuals who pose no problems to school principals 
and teachers. On the contrary, they are often children who are very smart and 
have very good grades. Claims that these children cause problems for other 
schoolchildren have not been reported to me either (Běčák, 2017a). 

The narrative construction of an anti-Other was bolstered by presenting 
migration as a long-term phenomenon that the people of Havířov had 
already been experiencing for decades (Běčák, 2016c; Wojnar, 2015). The 
migration was also explained as being of a limited extent, as the RFA 
did not aim to rent more than 21 flats in Šumbark, and the capacity of 
the asylum centre was fixed at 151 beds. Such arguments challenged the 
crisis framing promoted by the populist narrative, according to which up 
to 6,000 migrants were to arrive in Havířov (Štěpán, 2017).

The political elite stigmatised SPD and Okamura as dishonest trouble-
makers, deeming them either ignorant of how the asylum process works 
or deliberately resorting to manipulation as an election tactic. The first 
can be illustrated with the story of a meeting between asylum and police 
officers and regional councillor Lubomír Volný (SPD), as recounted by 
Mayor Jana Feberová (ČSSD). Volný supposedly had “misconceptions” 
about some of the basic terms related to international protection, and so 
he “received free education from everyone else” (Černá, 2018). Volný was 
also the antagonist of another story told to reveal SPD’s machinations. 
Havířov councillor Bohumil Němec from the Christian and Democratic 
Union—Czechoslovak People’s Party (Křesťanská a demokratická unie – 
Československá strana lidová, KDU-ČSL) reported that Volný scolded 
Zedníková, who was trying to explain something to Turská, that “they 
don’t want to hear it” (Běčák, 2017c). SPD was further said to fabricate 
“problems with refugees” in situations where there were none (Štěpán, 
2017) and “spread panic” (Běčák, 2016a) and “intimidate citizens” 
(Černá, 2018) just “to have a video for Facebook” (Běčák, 2017b). This 
vilification strategy is also evident from the reaction of the mayor’s dep-
uty, Karel Šlachta (ČSSD), to Okamura’s speech at the Havířov council: 

Mr. Deputy, […] your supporters can go vote and show what they’re made 
of. Don’t make a fuss, don’t make scenes. The council has other things to do 
than to listen to your lies and half-lies. We have all been economic migrants 
here in Havířov for the last 60 years. So has [Okamura’s father]. Apparently, 
he wasn’t successful in Japan, so here he is. Why don’t you get your family in 
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order? Your performance helped me understand the lyrics of the song “The 
World Belongs to Fools”.

By pointing to the history of Havířov as a town built to accommodate 
workers from all over Czechoslovakia, Šlachta bolstered his attacks 
on Okamura by presenting him as a hypocrite and a liar. Okamura, in 
turn, called Šlachta a “regular racist and xenophobe”, to which Šlachta 
answered by once again calling him a liar and adding that Okamura is 
“a rogue, a rogue, a rogue” (Běčák, 2017b).

SPD’s representatives generally defended themselves as honest indi-
viduals that the powerful were trying to silence. They repeatedly pointed 
to the fact that Havířov’s councillors did not allow Volný to speak at the 
council meeting, even though the right to speak at council meetings was 
strictly reserved for the town’s citizens. However, this decision was rath-
er symbolic, as Volný’s speech was read aloud by Turská (SPD, 2017a; 
Štěpán, 2017).

Should the above analysis give the impression that Havířov’s rep-
resentatives were on the side of all refugees, some clarification would 
be needed. Havířov’s leaders stressed from the very beginning that if 
the story of “economic migrants” from the “current wave” being sent 
to Havířov were true, they would be resolutely against it (Běčák, 2015). 
This position was related to the racialisation that equated refugees with 
Roma, as articulated by Šlachta’s statement: “We have our blacks here, 
and we don’t need the others here too” (Běčák, 2016c). In April 2017, 
the municipal government led by ČSSD expressed their “disagreement 
with the placement of illegal immigrants in the town” as one of its top 
priorities (RMH, 2017a). The same party then ran in the 2018 municipal 
elections with the billboard: “Havířov without migrants!”, justifying it 
as a defence against SPD’s propaganda (Černá, 2018).

Concluding remarks

This chapter explored how the narrative construction of Othering unfold-
ed during the Havířov culture wars of the 2010s. Three types of Othering 
were analysed from the perspective of the populist opposition: (1) hor-
izontal Othering, Roma and refugees; (2) vertical Othering, municipal 
and national political and economic elite; and (3) reverse Othering, popu-
list challengers. Situated in a conspiracy narrative, elements of which were 
present in local discourse before the arrival of the populists, the common 
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denominator of populist horizontal Othering was the notion of “unadapt-
ability” that associated Roma and refugees with the abuse of social bene-
fits, criminality, and competitive incompatibility based on their different 
“culture”. This essentialist construction was grounded within the norm of 
whiteness, construing non-white people as non-belonging, a claim that 
was legitimised by the need to counter the purported security threat that 
this group embodies. What is more, Roma and refugees were presented 
as an obstacle to the Czech people’s well-being; if only money were not 
being spent on these Others, Czech people would be able to thrive.

The vertical Othering performed by DSSS and SPD used horizontal 
Othering to emphasise how malicious and/or ignorant the political and 
economic elite were. The national and municipal government and Byty 
RPG/Residomo were construed as rapacious profit-seekers who conspire 
and enrich themselves at the expense of “normal people”. In this sense, 
populist storytelling perceives horizontal and vertical Others as equal in 
their “parasitic” nature, presenting them as antagonistic to the interests 
of the people. The role of the EU was constructed as a representation 
of elite interests. However, SPD were able to capitalise on anti-foreign 
resentment more than DSSS given the international circumstances of 
the migration in question. In any case, both populist actors presented 
themselves as saviours seeking to help the people to overcome periods 
of crisis, while also defending and fighting for their interests. Both hor-
izontal and vertical Othering gave the populist narratives a clear phan-
tasmatic structure, implying that ordinary people would thrive again if 
only Roma, refugees and the corrupt political and economic elite would 
stop their scheming.

Probably the most interesting finding concerns how the political and 
economic elite reacted to the populist antagonists in Havířov. They pre-
sented both DSSS and SPD as inherently immoral villains, vying sole-
ly to exploit local discontent in order to promote their agenda without 
offering real solutions. However, these populist actors were stigmatised 
in different ways. While DSSS was primarily criminalised for inciting 
violence and hatred, the Othering of SPD was more subtle, accusing the 
party of spreading disinformation and manipulation. This difference can 
be attributed to power differentials: DSSS was recognised as an extremist 
subject without membership in the Chamber of Deputies. The parlia-
mentary SPD managed to evade such labelling and their leader enjoyed 
considerable public support.

I believe that these power differentials also provide an answer to the 
question of why the Havířov elite constructed a narrative anti-Other in 
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response to the challenge of SPD and not to DSSS, even though the 
analysis revealed the elite to share negative attitudes towards both Roma 
and some refugees. To better understand the situation, the following 
hypothesis is proposed: while it is somewhat necessary for challengers 
to craft a compelling narrative of the Other to establish themselves as 
a relevant political force, those being challenged are only encouraged 
to produce an anti-Other if they feel their dominant status is genuinely 
being threatened. In Havířov, it was first and foremost the fear of losing 
elections—and not a sense of solidarity or a moral obligation towards 
the oppressed— which incited the creation of a positive anti-Other in 
order to prevent such a scenario from happening. That this fear was not 
entirely unfounded is perhaps indicated by the results of the elections 
to the Chamber of Deputies (2017) and the municipal council (2018), 
where the SPD won a larger number of votes than Okamura’s previous 
party in the last elections. Commenting on the 2017 elections’ success, 
Volný said that “the voters’ personal experience with the Islamisation 
of Havířov and the surrounding area undoubtedly contributed to it” 
(Luksza, 2017).

The presented analysis of the ways in which the Havířov culture wars 
took place reaffirms the central role of narrative in politics. Both populist 
challengers and the local elite deemed it important to frame their posi-
tion narratively, relying heavily on more or less stereotyped characters. 
As such, narrative represents an important object of political research 
that should receive increased attention. This applies especially in the case 
of populism, which highlights how its narratives are connected to the 
existing discursive conditions and yet not entirely reducible to them. 
Populists of course do innovate, and this gives their highly simplified 
and highly emotional stories a particular appeal.
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5. Strangers in a Strange Land: Ethnic 
Othering in the Ideologies of Far-Right 
Parties in Slovakia

Tomáš Nociar 

Introduction

Although practices of Othering are not exclusive to the far-right 
(Kagedan, 2020, p. 2), far-right politics drives various forms (Wodak, 
2021, p. 9), the most prominent of which is usually ethnic Othering. This 
type of Othering produces a specific type of Other—the figure of the 
“stranger”, whose meaning has been discussed by several leading sociol-
ogists (Simmel, 2008; Beck, 1996; Bauman, 1995). For Western European 
far-right political parties, these strangers are primarily immigrants from 
the Middle East and Africa, which has prompted some authors to label 
these parties “anti-immigrant” (Dahlström & Esaiasson, 2013; Art, 2011; 
Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart, 2007; van der Brug, Fennema & Tillie, 
2000; Fennema, 1997). However, for their Eastern European counter-
parts, the situation is more complicated and nuanced.

Up until recently, it was mainly the absence of anti-immigrant Other-
ing, directly tied to the absence of migration to this region, that distin-
guished most Eastern European far-right actors from Western European 
ones (Pirro, 2014, p. 608; Buštíková & Kitschelt, 2009, p. 462; Kopeček, 
2007, p. 288; Mudde, 2007, p. 70). The recent events associated with 
the 2015 “refugee crisis” brought a change in this direction, bringing 
anti-immigrant Othering into focus in the sense of ‘Westernised’ Eastern 
European far-right parties. Nevertheless, the forms of ethnic Othering 
that had served as their equivalent until then either have not vanished 
completely or remain relevant to this day. These forms of ethnic Othering 
usually target national minorities or specific ethnic groups, such as Roma 
and Jews living in individual nation-states (Mudde, 2007, pp. 78–89). 
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Such domestic targets, along with the aforementioned anti-immigrant 
sentiment, make ethnic Othering in Eastern Europe more diverse and 
heterogeneous compared to that of Western Europe. This is because it 
encompasses both internal and external outsiders (Brubaker, 2017)—in 
other words, “strangers at our door” (Bauman, 2016) as well as “strang-
ers in the land” (Higham, 2002)—categories that the far-right inherently 
exploits to make segments of the domestic population feel like “strang-
ers in their own land” (Hochschild, 2016). Slovakia is no exception in 
this regard. Quite on the contrary, due to the presence of various ethnic 
groups targeted by the ideologies of several of the country’s successful 
far-right parties, it not only represents an ideal laboratory for compar-
ative research of this phenomenon, but also a unique (or if you wish 
a strange) case, at least in an EU context.

This chapter engages with how successful Slovak far-right parties 
have ideologically portrayed specific ethnic groups as different types of 
threats to the native, i.e., domestic community, over the last decade. On 
a theoretical level, the analysis draws on a morphological approach to 
the study of ideology (Freeden, 1996). By using this approach and focus-
ing on nativist discourses targeted at different ethnic groups in Slovakia, 
the main goal of this chapter is to analyse and compare ethnic Othering 
within the ideologies of all parliamentary representatives of far-right par-
ties in Slovakia between 2010–2020. 

In terms of structure, this chapter is divided into four main parts. 
Following a brief introduction, the first, theoretical part is dedicated to 
a conceptualisation of ethnic Othering using the morphological theory 
of ideology. The second, methodological part introduces the research 
design and the parties under review. The third part consists of the analy-
sis itself, and the fourth part presents the conclusion.

Conceptualising ethnic Othering

Othering is a multidimensional process of identity creation through 
social differentiation that transforms diversity into Otherness in order 
to produce and further reproduce the distinction between a dominant 
in-group (“us”) and a subordinate out-group (“them”), where the latter 
is being stereotyped, stigmatised, and discriminated and can take vari-
ous forms (Dervin, 2016; Jansen, 2011; Staszak, 2009). Perhaps the most 
prevalent of these forms, certainly in far-right politics, is ethnic Other-
ing. Despite several studies working with the concept of ethnic Othering 
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or the ethnic Other per se, they either do not conceptualise it (Singh, 
2020; Nunnally, 2010; Shoshan, 2008; Lindow, 1995) or focus solely 
on a notion of Othering that disregards the aspect of ethnicity entirely 
(Nwachukwu et al., 2021). The following section thus aims to provide 
a conceptualisation of ethnic Othering that can be applied in the empiri-
cal analysis. Based on the morphological theory of ideology, this concep-
tualisation situates ethnic Othering in the context of far-right ideologies.

From a theoretical perspective, this chapter draws on the morpho-
logical approach which sees ideology as a “structural arrangement that 
attributes decontested meaning to a range of mutually defining polit-
ical concepts” (Freeden, 2003, p. 54; 1996, p. 54). In other words, this 
approach argues that ideologies possess specific morphologies that rep-
resent their internal structures, consisting of different concepts arranged 
into three main categories: core, adjacent, and peripheral. Core concepts 
are the most general, abstract and stable key components of ideologies; 
without them, specific ideologies would no longer be the same. Adja-
cent concepts, on the other hand, represent more specific logical and 
cultural expressions of these core concepts. Peripheral concepts are the 
least abstract and the most specific. They are located on the fringes of 
ideologies, in the space between ideas and activities, and their function 
is to keep the ideologies up to date and link them to topics that help 
them to maintain their vitality and ability to address and solve every 
day political problems (Freeden, 2003, pp. 61–62; 1996, pp. 78–80; 1994, 
pp. 151–158).

Drawing on Gallie’s (1956) work on essentially contested concepts, the 
morphological approach argues that most major political concepts are 
effectively contested (Freeden, 2004) and therefore one of the main tasks 
of ideologies is to attribute decontested meaning to them in order to 
compete for control over the public and political language. This is done 
through so-called decontestation, a process of precluding the concepts 
from contestation by attributing “correct meaning” to them in a so-called 
“war of words” between different ideological projects (Freeden, 2005, 
p. 244; 2003, pp. 54–55; 1998a, p. 7). To give an example relevant to this 
chapter: while some ideological families, e.g., liberalism, usually look at 
ethnic minorities through the lens of one of its core components—plu-
rality—and decontest them as an enrichment of society, other ideological 
families, e.g., the far-right, look at ethnic groups through one of its core 
components and decontest them as a threat, which can take different 
forms (Wodak, 2015, p. xi; Rydgren, 2013, p. 4). In other words, just as 
in the case of other forms of Othering characteristic of the far-right, i.e., 
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Othering based on societal or economic status in the case of populism, 
or Othering based on sexual orientation or gender identity in authoritar-
ianism, ethnic Othering also stems from one of the far-right’s ideological 
core components, this case nativism.

Although due to its US origins (Scisco, 1968; Higham, 1958) not very 
well known or applied in a Slovak or Czech context, nativism is dis-
tinct from, yet related to, Othering (Kagedan, 2020, p. 2). Most often 
it is understood as a xenophobic or exclusionary form of nationalism 
that, unlike its civic counterpart, works with the ethnic conception of 
the nation (Kefford, Moffitt, & Werner, 2023; Mudde, 2007, pp. 18–20; 
2019, pp. 27–28). Supplemented by xenophobia—which symbolises fear, 
hatred, or hostility towards the otherness of foreigners (Minkenberg, 
2015, p. 29; Taras, 2009, p. 83; Mudde, 2000, p. 188)—nativism or eth-
nonationalism is usually considered to be the central feature of far-right 
ideology (Bar-On, 2018; Rydgren, 2013, p. 2; Caiani & Della Porta, 2011, 
p. 181; Mudde, 2007, pp. 18–20). Although often used interchangeably 
as synonyms (Bar-On, 2018; Mudde, 2019, pp. 27–28), neither nativism 
nor the far-right, in general, are necessarily ethnonationalist, as ethnona-
tionalism may sometimes be replaced by other competing doctrines. 
Thus, nativism is related to phenomena such as nationalism, patriotism, 
and racism, but at the same time transcends them because, in the broad-
est and most general sense, it indicates a preference for the domestic 
population over foreigners (Betz, 2019, p. 112). Such a distinction thus 
creates a dichotomy between the natives and their Others—the strangers 
(Bauman, 1993, p. 14). In practice, nativism does not always lie sole-
ly in the concept of the nation, as its basic frame of reference may be 
either narrower (e.g., only part of the nation in the case of regionalism) 
(Betz & Habersack, 2020; Mazzoleni & Ruzza, 2018) or broader (in the 
case of an entire race or civilisation) (Brubaker, 2017; Lippard, 2011). 
With that being said, in the context of the far-right, nativism similarly 
to nationalism represents an ideological component (Freeden, 1998b, 
p. 751) which posits that a group considered to be domestic in a given 
territory is threatened by alleged foreign elements, personified either by 
different ideas or persons. According to this, just as nativism, along with 
authoritarianism and populism, constitutes one of the core components 
of the far-right’s ideology (Mudde, 2019,  2007), Othering is at the same 
time one of the key features of nativism (as well as populism and author-
itarianism) (Kagedan, 2020, pp. 2–3, 15).

However, just as Othering is not always nativist, nativist Othering 
is not always ethnic, as ethnic groups are not necessarily its only target. 
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Euroscepticism is only one example of Othering that can take on a nativ-
ist (as well as populist) form, but rather than targeting ethnic groups, it 
targets institutional or systemic aspects of these phenomena from a nativ-
ist point of view.

In line with the argumentation above, this chapter proposes 
a  working definition of ethnic Othering (conceptualised using the 
language of the morphological approach to the study of ideology). 
According to this definition, ethnic Othering as a core component of nativ-
ism represents a  specific form of (nativist) Othering that targets selected eth-
nic groups. Given that nativism is inherently targeted (Svraka, 2024), 
ethnic Othering can, based on logical and cultural adjacency, encom-
passes various forms that subsequently serve as adjacent components 
of the far-right’s nativism. In a Slovak context, these forms primarily 
include anti-Hungarian, anti-Semitic, anti-Roma, and anti-immigrant/
Islamophobic Othering.

Research design and case selection

This study focuses on far-right party politics. From an ideological point 
of view, political parties in general are not only common but also specific 
carriers of ideologies that offer their simplified and user-friendly versions 
to the broad public (Freeden, 2006, p. 18). A political party is defined 
here as “any political group identified by an official label that presents 
at elections, and is capable of placing through elections (free or non-
free), candidates for public office” (Sartori, 1976, p. 63). The advantage 
of this minimal definition is that it includes not only political parties in 
the strict sense, i.e., groups that identify themselves as political parties 
but also extends to political entities that fall within the above-mentioned 
definition but define themselves as political movements, which is also the 
case for one of the analysed groups. 

When considering the relevance of a political party, opinions differ 
in terms of where the threshold is located (Stefanovic & Evan, 2019, 
p. 1449). In contrast to the classical Sartorian approach in determining 
the relevance of anti-system parties according to their ability to influence 
politics through their so-called coalition or blackmail potential (Sartori, 
1976, pp. 122–124), this study understands relevance in terms of elec-
toral success. Thus, any far-right party that has managed to exceed the 
5% national election threshold at least twice or has participated direct-
ly or indirectly in the government will be considered successful here 
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(Minkenberg, 2017, p. 68). Of the several Slovak parties perceived as 
far-right, three meet these criteria. They are the Slovak National Party 
(Slovenská národná strana, SNS), the Kotlebas—People’s Party Our Slo-
vakia (Kotlebovci – Ľudová strana Naše Slovensko, K-ĽSNS), and the 
We Are Family (Sme rodina, SR) movement.

The SNS is considered to be one of the longest-running and, as 
a result of its multiple parliamentary and governmental participation, 
also one of the most successful far-right parties in Central and Eastern 
Europe (Buštíková, 2018, p. 566; Pytlas, 2016, p. 34; Pirro, 2015, p. 86). 
Since its establishment in 1990, the SNS has been in parliament eight 
times and part of the coalition government five times, including two par-
liamentary terms and one presence in the coalition government between 
2010 and 2020. Of the several chairmen that took turns leading the party, 
Ján Slota, best known for his harsh anti-Hungarian rhetoric, resonated 
with the public the most. He led the party from 1994 to 1999 and from 
2003 to 2012, before being replaced by current chairman Andrej Danko, 
who toned down the party’s image. In terms of international coopera-
tion, the SNS had previously held ties with various far-right parties from 
Central and Eastern Europe (Urubek, 1999, p. 85), as well as the French 
National Front and the Austrian Freedom Party. At a European level, the 
party has been a member of the Eurosceptic and nationalist Union for 
Europe of the Nations group since 2002 (Černoch et al., 2011, p. 184; 
Hudek, 2004, p. 118) and the Europe of Freedom and Democracy group 
since 2009, with an active membership in the European Parliament until 
2014.

Unlike the SNS, K-ĽSNS is often associated with the extreme right 
(Paulovičová, 2022; Ižák, 2021;  Harris, 2019; Kluknavská &  Hruš-
ka, 2019, p. 59; Mudde, 2019, p. 21; Shekhovtsov, 2018, p. xxv; 
Caiani & Kluknavská, 2017, p. 174; Minkenberg, 2017, p. 75; Gyarfášová 
& Mesežnikov, 2015, p. 227), (neo-)fascism (Beneš & Charvát, 2019, p. 23; 
Griffin, 2018, p. 108; Mesežnikov & Gyarfášová, 2018, p. 83), and even 
neo-Nazism (Drábik, 2023; Mudde, 2017, p. 611; Maškarinec & Bláha, 
2016, p. 61; Struhár, 2016, p. 26). One of the reasons is that K-ĽSNS was 
established in 2010 as a successor of the Slovak Togetherness – National 
Party (Slovenská pospolitosť – Národná strana) (Beneš & Charvát, 2019, 
p. 30), which in 2006 became the first and only political party in the mod-
ern history of Slovakia to be dissolved by the country’s Supreme Court 
due to its undemocratic program. Led by Marian Kotleba, K-ĽSNS was 
initially a rather marginal political player that failed to pass the elec-
toral threshold in its first two elections in 2010 and 2012. The situation 
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changed in 2016 when the party achieved its first electoral success in the 
parliamentary elections, consequently securing seats in parliament for 
two consecutive terms until 2023 (Štefančík & Hvasta, 2019, pp. 106–
110; Mikuš, 2018, p. 102; Maškarinec & Bláha, 2016, p. 52). Regard-
ing international cooperation, K-ĽSNS has been an official member of 
the Alliance for Peace and Freedom, a political group that has brought 
together several European extreme-right parties and movements, such 
as the Greek Golden Dawn or the National Democratic Party of Germa-
ny (Mudde, 2019, p. 66; Camus & Lebourg, 2017, pp. 229–230; Shaffer, 
2017, p. 302). 

The SR movement is the youngest of the analysed subjects. Estab-
lished in 2015 by controversial celebrity businessman Boris Kollár, the 
movement succeeded in passing the electoral threshold in the next two 
parliamentary elections. SR was in opposition from 2016 to 2020. From 
2020 to 2023, it was part of the government coalition, and Kollár held 
the post of Parliamentary Speaker. Unlike the first two parties, SR 
does not belong to the usual but rather to the unusual suspects when 
it comes to far-right classification (Mudde 2007, pp. 53–55). While in 
terms of the party’s  international ties, SR as a member of the Identi-
ty and Democracy party cooperates exclusively with the most notori-
ous European far-right parties, such as the French National Rally, the 
Italian League, and the Freedom Party of Austria (McDonnell & Wer-
ner, 2019, pp. 206–207; Mongiardo & Stolfi, 2022, pp. 299–300). In 
terms of its ideology, SR is often referred to as a movement with an 
absence  of it (Stojarová, 2018, p. 34) or as an insufficiently profiled 
subject (Gyarfášová, 2018, p. 122) with an ideology that is unclear 
and difficult to identify (Just, 2018, pp. 103–104; Mikuš, 2018, p. 104; 
Mesežnikov, 2016, p. 135). The ambiguity of the movement’s ideology 
has also been confirmed by authors who can detect a certain ideolog-
ical profile, though there is no consensus as to whether it should be 
characterised as right-wing anti-establishment (Učeň & Gyarfášová, 
2021), populist (Vargovčíková, 2021, p. 229;  Školkay & Žúborová, 
2019) or nativist-populist (Kim, 2022) and whether it should be classi-
fied as far-right (Wondreys & Mudde, 2022) or not (Učeň 2023, p. 282). 
SR movement thus represents an example of a so-called borderline case 
of a far-right party, as it is not a typical representative of the populist 
radical right, but rather a  specific atypical case of radical right-wing 
populism, which favours populism over nativism as its most prominent 
core component (Mudde, 2007, pp. 26, 53–58), and not the other way 
around as the far-right typically does (Bar-On, 2018).
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Table 1: Relevant far-right parties in Slovakia 

Party Established Electoral 
results (%)

Parliament 
(seats)

Government 
(seats)

Slovak  
National Party

(Slovenská 
národná strana)

1990

1990 (13.94)
1992 (7.9)
1994 (5.4)
1998 (9.07)
2002 (3.32)
2006 (11.73)
2010 (5.08)
2012 (4.55)
2016 (8.64)
2020 (3.2)

1990–1992 (22/150)
1992–1994 (15/150)
1994–1998 (9/150)
1998–2002 (14/150)

–
2006–2010 (20/150)
2010–2012 (9/150)

–
2016–2020 (15/150)

–

–
1992–1994 (3/19)
1994–1998 (2/19)

–
–

2006–2010 (3/18)
–
–

2016–2020 (3/15)
–

Kotlebas - People‘s 
Party Our Slovakia

(Kotlebovci – 
Ľudová strana  

Naše Slovensko)

2010

2010 (1.33)
2012 (1.58)
2016 (8.04)
2020 (7.97)

–
–

2016–2020 (14/150)
2020–2023 (17/150)

–
–
–
–

We are Family
(SME RODINA)

2015
2016 (6.62)
2020 (8.24)

2016–2020 (11/150)
2020–2023 (17/150)

–
2020–2023 (3/16)

In terms of the data, the analysis uses all available electoral and party 
manifestos as well as party papers of all three selected parties published 
between 2010 and 2020:
–	 SNS: 6 election/party manifestos (2010–2020) and 22 party papers 

(2010–2012, 2019–2019),
–	 K-ĽSNS: 4 elections/party manifestos (2010–2020) and 45 party 

papers (2011–2017, 2018–2020),
–	 SR: 3 elections/party manifestos (2016–2020) and 11 party papers 

(2016–2019).
The analysis of party literature is the most common approach for 

studying the ideologies of political parties. Unlike other approaches, 
which derive the parties’ ideologies from leaders or electorates, this study 
focuses on political parties as such, since they are the sole bearers of their 
own ideologies (Mudde, 2007, p. 38). Party literature does not extend 
only to party manifestos, fundamental documents that define the iden-
tities of parties (Harrison & Bruter, 2011, pp. 33–34), but also pertains 
to political programs and various party publications. The advantage of 
these documents is that they are officially endorsed by party members or 



123

by the elected party leadership and thus represent the party as a whole 
(Mudde, 2000, p. 20).

This study uses qualitative content analysis (Bryman & Bell, 2019, 
pp. 271–305). A standard method in political science research of the far-
right and, particularly, for examining its political programs and ideology 
(Gidron & Bonikowski, 2013, p. 7; Smolík & Vejvodová, 2012, p. 49; Mud-
de, 2000, p. 22), this approach can be defined as “a research method for 
the subjective interpretation of the content of textual data through a sys-
tematic process of classifying, coding and identifying themes or patterns” 
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). With this approach, the selected mate-
rial is thoroughly coded and the results are often presented by using illus-
trative citations (Mudde, 2000, p. 22). The coding scheme of this study was 
designed in order to reflect the comparative nature of the research question 
inquiring into the similarities and differences between the decontestation 
of different ethnic Others portrayed in the ideologies of all parliamenta-
ry far-right parties in Slovakia between 2010 and 2020. As such, the cod-
ing scheme consists of two main categories: the ethnic groups targeted by 
the examined political parties (Hungarians, Jews, Roma, Muslims and 
migrants) and the types of threats that these ethnic Others allegedly pose 
(territorial, demographic, sovereignty, security, social, cultural). 

Findings

Anti-Hungarian Othering

Following the establishment of Slovakia in 1993, anti-Hungarian Other-
ing became the first dominant form of ethnic Othering of the Slovak far-
right, associated primarily with the politics of the SNS, Slovakia’s first 
successful example of a far-right party. Although anti-Hungarian Oth-
ering was a signature feature of the SNS from the 1990s to the early 
2010s, it gradually faded from the party’s ideology following the change 
in party leadership in 2012. In fact, in 2016 the party joined the govern-
ing coalition alongside the mostly Hungarian minority party Most-Híd 
(Bridge), which vied to create a “bridge” between Slovaks and Hungar-
ians (Haughton, Rybář, & Deegan-Krause, 2021, p. 331; Minkenberg, 
2017, p. 126–127). Similarly to newer far-right parties whose ideologies 
do not exhibit anti-Hungarian Othering, as they primarily target other 
ethnic groups, the SNS has also shifted its focus. The other major reason 
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why anti-Hungarian Othering is no longer as appealing to the Slovak 
far-right is the popularity of Hungary’s long-time Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán among far-right parties and their supporters. Nevertheless, of all 
the analysed parties, anti-Hungarian Othering is an ideological feature 
only in the case of the SNS.

The SNS portrayed Hungarians as the main enemies of the Slovak 
nation. They were primarily decontested as a threat to the country’s terri-
torial integrity. Hungary was said to pose a risk through its alleged “ter-
ritorial, political, and militant expansion” (SNS, 2010a, p. 30), implying 
“permanent threats to Slovakia’s sovereignty and integrity from our south-
ern neighbour” (SNS, 2012a, p. 2; 2012c, p. 1). According to the SNS, this 
territorial threat, which also had an existential dimension, was about 

whether we will survive at all and whether we will survive as a nation, whether 
the Slovak Republic will be preserved, whether we are left with not only the 
largest reserves of drinking water, but also the entire Žitný Island, on which 
Orbán grinds his teeth (SNS, 2011g, p. 1) 

and that “the Slovak Republic will still be the Slovak Republic for 
another hundred or two hundred years, and not a fulfilled dream of its 
Hungarian neighbours” (SNS, 2011c, p. 4). In this context, the SNS 
spoke about alleged Hungarian irredentism, with the long-term goal 
of “questioning the border of Trianon and the territorial sovereignty of 
the Slovak Republic” (SNS, 2011c, p. 1). It also characterised the Hun-
garian Citizenship Act, which allows ethnic Hungarians living outside 
of Hungary to become Hungarian citizens, as an act of aggression and 
a threat to Slovakia’s territorial integrity and to the interests of Europe 
as a whole (SNS, 2011b, p. 2). In a similar vein, the party mentioned 
Slovakia’s alleged Magyarisation (SNS, 2011a, p. 4) as well as Hungarian 
arrogance (SNS, 2011b, p. 3) and Hungarian provocations (SNS, 2011e, 
p. 4) in the context of supposed efforts to attain territorial autonomy of 
southern Slovakia (SNS, 2011c, p. 4).

For the SNS, ethnic Hungarian parties operating in Slovakia, whose 
representatives openly called for political and territorial autonomy, were 
to assist Hungary and its politicians in their efforts (SNS, 2012e, p. 3). 
Due to the alleged promotion of Hungarian interests (SNS, 2011a, p. 2), 
purportedly dictated by the “extremist demands of Budapest” (SNS, 
2011h, p. 4), Slovak statehood was seen as being corrupted under their 
sway; the Slovak-Hungarian ethnic parties were labelled as an “extended 
hand of the Budapest political elite” (SNS, 2010b, p. 1) and therefore, 
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with the exception of their loyalty, their very legality and legitimacy were 
also questioned by the SNS (SNS, 2012b, p. 1; 2011f, p. 3).

Antisemitic Othering

Although antisemitism can also be found in the ideologies of newer 
forms of the far-right, from the evolutionary perspective of this move-
ment, it mainly constitutes a form of ethnic Othering characteristic of 
the historical, fascist-type operating primarily during the inter-war peri-
od. In a Slovak context, antisemitism was the dominant form of ethnic 
Othering in the Slovak wartime state (1939–1945) (Nižňanský, 2016), the 
legacy of which is embedded in the ideology of only one of the analysed 
parties: K-ĽSNS (Harris, 2019; Kazharski, 2019). It is also the only exam-
ined party that has incorporated antisemitic Othering into its ideology, 
though its proportionality among other forms of ethnic Othering has 
gradually declined since the 2010s.

Within its antisemitism, K-ĽSNS takes a negative stance on everything 
related to Jewishness. Jews are decontested predominantly as a threat to 
the country’s sovereignty. They are presented as the most powerful foes 
among the nation’s adversaries. In the eyes of K-ĽSNS, they are at the 
very top of the power ladder and their dominance in this field allegedly 
manifests itself not only in local politics, where they are believed to con-
trol domestic politicians (K-ĽSNS, 2013g, p. 1), but at a global level as 
well, where they even purportedly control US foreign policy (K-ĽSNS, 
2013d, p. 3). Furthermore, the party argues that Jews wield their finan-
cial influence to artificially stoke economic crises and also employ media 
brainwashing methods (K-ĽSNS, 2011b, p. 3) as a consequence of “the 
world’s elite of bankers, the military-industrial complex, and multina-
tional corporations, also known as the Bilderberg Group” allegedly in 
control of the media (K-ĽSNS, 2011c, p. 1). In terms of their purported 
financial influence, the party opposes Slovakia’s indebtedness which, in 
general, is decontested as a threat to the independence and freedom of 
the nation. In this context, the party claimed that it “rejects the philos-
ophy of indebtedness, because everyone who is indebted is a slave to 
the one he owes—foreign banks” (K-ĽSNS, 2016b, p. 2). These banks 
are presented as being in the hands of international bankers (K-ĽSNS, 
2016a, p. 1), who are mainly thought to be “Zionists” (K-ĽSNS, 2013e, 
p. 3), or in other words, Jews, portrayed using the perpetuation of old 
antisemitic prejudices, as “greedy usurers”.
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In addition, K-ĽSNS depicted Jews as world rulers whose main goal 
is to implement a totalitarian world government, attainable only through 
the destruction of any nation-state that stands in their way (K-ĽSNS, 
2013d, p. 3; 2013f, p. 2). To attain world dominance, referred to as the 
“New World Order”, Jews are believed to make strategic use of multicul-
turalism, because according to the party, groups that promote multicul-
turalism seek

nothing more than the liquidation of nation-states and the Christian faith, 
and their replacement by a world government led by a group of international 
Zionist financiers… All these nation-destroying changes are brought about by 
multiculturalism, as the most powerful of the tools of the New World Order 
(NWO) (K-ĽSNS, 2013e, p. 3).

To offer more insight, K-ĽSNS also suggested an infamous antisemit-
ic conspiracy theory known as The Protocols of the Elders of Zion 
(K-ĽSNS, 2013g, p. 2) as recommended reading, another example of 
how conspiracy theories about Jews trying to take over the world are 
used to decontest Jews as a threat to a nation’s sovereignty (K-ĽSNS, 
2011b, p. 3).

In addition to being a threat to sovereignty, Jews are also decontested 
as a security threat due to the alleged expansive endeavours of the state 
of Israel. K-ĽSNS argues that Israel’s expansionism is an expression of 
Zionism, which is viewed as one of the main triggers of international ter-
rorism by which Slovakia, as a member state of NATO, is also threatened 
(K-ĽSNS, 2014d, p. 4). Israel’s purported bloodshed, murder, torture, 
and general social disturbance are all seen as symptomatic of Zionism. 
According to the party, any country, including Slovakia, can face such 
consequences if it defies Israel’s political goals, as illustrated by Yugosla-
via and Libya (K-ĽSNS, 2013d, p. 3).

Anti-Roma Othering

Although anti-Roma Othering has been present in contemporary Slo-
vak nativism since the country’s inception in 1993, it only gained prom-
inence in Slovak far-right party politics in 2010. This development was 
part of a broader trend that arose in several CEE countries such as Hun-
gary and the Czech Republic, where it manifested itself in the rise of 
the so-called second wave of far-right parties such as the Hungarian 



127

Jobbik or the Czech Workers’ Party (Dělnická strana) (Buštíková, 2018, 
p. 572; Slačálek, 2018) that mobilised their sympathisers mainly through 
anti-Roma Othering. In Slovakia, this wave is represented by K-ĽSNS, 
which has primarily built its ethnic Othering around anti-Roma senti-
ments. Although K-ĽSNS has made the most extensive use of anti-Roma 
Othering in Slovakia, it is not the only examined party to use it, as the 
SNS has also occasionally exploited this topic.

In their practice of anti-Roma Othering, these parties then often por-
tray Roma as “unadaptable Gypsies” (SNS, 2012d, pp. 3–4) or “unadapt-
able anti-socials” who not only lack basic work, social, and hygiene hab-
its (SNS, 2012a, pp. 7–8, 2011d, p. 3), but most importantly cannot or 
do not want to adapt their behaviour to the norms and laws of what 
the party calls the majority community (K-ĽSNS, 2014c, p. 1), allegedly 
owing to Roma culture and way of life (K-ĽSNS, 2011a, p. 3). As a result, 
they pose a threat to the nation’s future (K-ĽSNS, 2014d, p. 1; 2011a, 
p. 3) in three ways. The so-called “Gypsy question” (SNS, 2012b, p. 2) or 
“Gypsy issue” (SNS, 2011d, p. 3) that, according to the parties, needs to 
be solved, is decontested as a demographic, social, and primarily a secu-
rity threat to the so-called “decent people”, who are typically framed in 
opposition to the Roma by K-ĽSNS. 

In terms of the demographic threat, K-ĽSNS cites poor population 
development (K-ĽSNS, 2013b, p. 1) as an example here. On the one 
hand, it is symbolised by the “negative demographic curve of the white 
population… [as well as] …the massive population expansion of the 
still Gypsy minority” (K-ĽSNS, 2016b, p. 1), leading to an increased 
percentage of “anti-socials” being born (K-ĽSNS, 2017a, p. 5). Accord-
ing to K-ĽSNS, this has spawned a situation characterised not only by 
the “massive increase in the population of the Gypsy ethnic group” 
(K-ĽSNS, 2014b, p. 4) but has also brought to life a scenario in which 
“the birth rate among white families in Slovakia is constantly declin-
ing and is already at a level that means the extinction of the nation” 
(K-ĽSNS, 2014a, p. 4). In this vein, the SNS also warns that “in 40 years 
we will be the Gypsy Republic” (SNS, 2012e, p. 4).

As for the social threat, K-ĽSNS portrays the Roma as “Gypsy para-
sites” (K-ĽSNS, 2011b, p. 1) who threaten the social and economic status 
of “decent people”. In this context, the Roma are described as unfairly 
supported and favoured “Gypsy breadwinners” (K-ĽSNS, 2013c, p. 3, 
2012a) “who have never done anything for our nation, for our state, 
on the contrary, they have decided to live an anti-social way of life and 
suck out our social system” (K-ĽSNS, 2017a, p. 3). As a result, they are 
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perceived as undeserving recipients of the social welfare system, a system 
that provides “unfair assistance for parasites at the expense of decent 
people” (K-ĽSNS, 2013c, p. 3). The SNS even claimed to have arrived 
at an exact number, stating that “We pay 7 billion Euros to the Roma” 
(SNS, 2012e, p. 4).

The last form of anti-Roma Othering is the decontestation of the 
Roma as a security threat. In this context, K-ĽSNS portrays the Roma 
as aggressive “Gypsy extremists and terrorists” who rob and terrorise 
innocent and decent people (K-ĽSNS, 2018b, p. 2; 2018c, p. 3; 2017b, 
p. 2; 2011a, p. 3). The party speaks for example about the rise in “Gypsy 
crime” and “Gypsy terror” perpetrated by “Gypsy extremists” (K-ĽSNS, 
2013e, p. 2), who “rob, rape, and murder decent people in Slovakia on 
a daily basis” (K-ĽSNS, 2016a, p. 1).

Anti-immigrant/Islamophobic Othering

Until the second half of the last decade, the anti-immigrant and Islam-
ophobic Othering which targets migrants from the Middle East and Afri-
ca was of little relevance to the far-right in this region. This changed in 
the wake of the 2015 refugee crisis, which made anti-immigration and 
Islamophobia one of the key mobilisation themes for far-right parties 
in CEE countries. Slovakia is no exception in this respect, as anti-im-
migrant and Islamophobic Othering has since become prominent in 
the ideologies of all three analysed parties. While some may argue that 
Islamophobic Othering is a religious rather than ethnic form of Other-
ing, the far-right’s critique of Muslims is not rooted in faith-based rea-
soning but rather in identitarian, ethnic, and civilisationsist arguments 
(Brubaker, 2017) targeted towards a group of people who, despite being 
of different ethnicities, are seen through an orientalist lens of mainly 
homogeneous eastern strangers (Said, 1978). 

This is also the case in Slovakia, where a few years before the onset 
of the refugee crisis, the SNS was the self-proclaimed first party in Slo-
vakia to open the discussion on Islam and the alleged Islamisation of 
Europe (SNS, 2011e, p. 4). This moment can therefore be considered 
a launch pad for the far-right’s anti-immigrant and Islamophobic Oth-
ering, whereby Muslims and migrants, similarly to the Roma, have also 
become decontested as a demographic, social, and security threat. This 
is related to the fact that, according to the far-right, Muslim immigrants 
resemble the Roma in many respects, thereby rendering immigration 
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another threat to the Slovak nation. This stance is illustrated in the fol-
lowing statement made by K-ĽSNS: “As if it is not enough that we have 
a Gypsy problem here, hordes of Muslim immigrants are already pouring 
in on us” (K-ĽSNS, 2016a, p. 2). Due to these alleged parallels, similar 
arguments are being used for Muslims, migrants and the Roma. In the 
case of their decontestation as a demographic threat, one parallel can 
be found in the claim that the number of Muslims is constantly increas-
ing in comparison to the domestic population, at such a rate that it is 
believed Muslims will have complete control of Western Europe within 
a few years (K-ĽSNS, 2018a, p. 2). For K-ĽSNS, Muslims 

are gradually occupying all of Europe. Mosques are growing like mushrooms 
after the rain, and the original European nations are declining and dying out 
one after the other (K-ĽSNS, 2018d, p. 7). 

The portrayal of immigration as an “invasion” (K-ĽSNS, 2020, p. 4; 
2018d, p. 5) renders it national suicide (K-ĽSNS, 2016a, p. 2) and the 
party rejects it with slogans such as “We will not let immigrants occupy 
Slovakia!” and “Slovakia is not Africa” (K-ĽSNS, 2016a, p. 2).

In terms of the second form of decontestation of immigration, i.e. as 
a social threat, migrants are presented primarily as economic migrants 
(SR, 2020, p. 110; SNS, 2015, p. 26), who are favoured over the domestic 
population and believed to receive everything for free, even though they 
have done nothing at all for the Slovak state (K-ĽSNS, 2016a, p. 2).

In terms of migrants as a security threat, immigration from Muslim 
countries is presented as a source of increased crime and violence, with 
a special emphasis on sexual violence against women (SR, 2016, p. 15). 
This is exemplified by the statement: 

Violent Africans, Turks and Asians have completely occupied many cities and 
dozens of white women are being raped every day. Crime is soaring and gangs 
of immigrants are shooting at each other with machine guns in cities (K-ĽSNS, 
2018d, p. 6).

Moreover, immigration is also presented as a source of terrorism (SNS, 
2020, p. 6; 2011e, p. 1), which is depicted as an increasingly press-
ing issue approaching the Slovak border as an alleged consequence 
of failed multiculturalism (SR, 2018, p. 3), with mosques as religious 
centres of Islam being allegedly the direct aggregator of this terrorism 
(SR, 2017, p. 4).
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To a certain extent, violence is also linked to the fourth and final 
form of decontestation of Muslims and migrants, who, unlike the Roma, 
are also seen as a cultural threat. This is because they are also perceived 
as external “invaders” (K-ĽSNS, 2013e, p. 3), bringing their own cul-
ture, traditions, and institutions to Western Europe and trying to do 
the same in Slovakia. This culture and the affiliated traditions and insti-
tutions are derived from Islam, which is depicted as an expanding and 
violent religion that is alien to Christian Slovakia and to Europe as 
a whole (K-ĽSNS, 2018a, p. 3). In this context, Islam is chided for the 
so-called Islamisation through which it vies to “change the cultural face 
of Europe” (SNS, 2012c, p. 4). This is not only related to the alleged 
unwillingness of culturally different Muslims and migrants to adapt to 
the European way of life but to their purported tendencies to do the 
exact opposite by imposing their own way of life onto the native popu-
lation, thereby resulting in cultural conflicts (SR, 2020, pp. 109–110). In 
the words of K-ĽSNS, the problem is

the immigrants themselves, who differ from Christian Europeans ethnically 
and religiously. Non-adaptable immigrants do not share the same values as us, 
they do not have the same social norms or mentality. These invaders have noth-
ing to do with the states or nations that have taken them in and they despise 
European culture and civilisation (K-ĽSNS, 2013e, p. 3). 

Conclusion

Drawing on the morphological approach to the study of ideology, this 
chapter analysed ethnic Othering in the context of relevant Slovak far-
right parties during the last decade. While all of the examined far-right 
parties have engaged with nativism-based ethnic Othering in one way 
or another, they have all done so in different ways, targeting different 
ethnic groups and decontesting them as different types of threats to the 
native community. This finding is in line with the morphological theo-
ry of ideology, according to which ideologies comprise relatively stable 
cores, yet their adjacent and peripheral components change and adapt 
as a reaction to the constantly changing circumstances (Freeden, 1996, 
pp. 78–80). In the case of the far-right, nativism represents an inelim-
inable core component without which the far-right would no longer be 
far-right. However, in a Slovak context, ethnic Othering rooted in nativ-
ism has evolved over time, and the four forms that were relevant in the 
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2010s can be divided into two groups, the first of which represents a relic 
of the past influenced by the far-right’s historical legacies, with the sec-
ond serving rather as a product of a more recent nativist development of 
the 2010s (Kluknavská & Smolík, 2016).

After a brief episode of anti-Czech Othering during the dissolution of 
Czechoslovakia, anti-Hungarian Othering became the first major form 
of ethnic Othering during Slovakia’s era of independence. It dominated 
the 1990s and remained relevant until the early 2010s, when it was used 
by the SNS to decontest the Hungarians as a disloyal national minori-
ty and irredentist and expansionist neighbouring nation, which posed 
a territorial threat to Slovakia. In this sense, anti-Hungarian Othering 
is a product of state building phase in the early 1990s, influenced by the 
historical legacies of the inter-war period, where the issue of state bor-
ders was of utmost importance.

Antisemitic Othering is the second form of ethnic Othering rooted in 
the historical legacies of the inter-war far-right. Of the analysed parties, it 
has only been adopted by K-ĽSNS, which is also the only party that has 
incorporated the legacy of the Slovak wartime state into its ideology. As 
a manifestation of antisemitism, which has however faded in prominence 
over the course of the past decade, K-ĽSNS has decontested the Jews as 
powerful elites who control everything from domestic to international 
politics, from the media to financial institutions and who not only pose 
a security threat due to the alleged expansionist tendencies of Zionism, 
but primarily threaten the sovereignty of the nation’s independence and 
freedom.

Owing to the successful adoption in neighbouring countries, anti-Ro-
ma Othering was quick to become the next dominant form of ethnic Oth-
ering in Slovakia in the first half of the 2010s. Used mostly by K-ĽSNS 
and, to a lesser extent, by SNS, anti-Roma Othering has decontested the 
Roma as a demographic, social, and security threat, portraying them in 
opposition to “decent people” as “unadaptable Gypsy parasites, extrem-
ists and terrorists”. 

Lastly, anti-immigrant/Islamophobic Othering has become the lead-
ing form of ethnic Othering in Slovakia following the refugee crisis in 
2015. Since then, it has been used by all three of the analysed parties who 
decontested Muslims and migrants from Middle East and Africa not only 
as a demographic, social, and security threat, akin to the Roma, but also 
as a cultural threat to the European way of life. Just like the emergence 
of anti-Hungarian Othering was a byproduct of Slovakia’s early state-
hood, the emergence of anti-immigrant/Islamophobic Othering can be 
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understood as a byproduct of European integration which has not only 
brought Slovakia closer to the western-European countries, but has also 
brought Slovak far-right parties ideologically closer to their contempo-
rary Western-European counterparts.
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6. Secondary Others:  
A Contribution to an Analysis  
of the Imaginary Anti-Islam  
and Anti-COVID-19 Restriction 
Movements*

Jan Charvát, Ondřej Slačálek

Introduction

The 2010s brought about many xenophobic mobilisations in Czechia. 
During these mobilisations, one type of the Other usually consumed the 
majority of public attention: these were Roma (and their human rights 
defenders) during anti-Roma mobilisation, and the Muslims (and their 
liberal defenders) during anti-Islamic mobilisation. Although these 
mobilisations were usually perceived by their participants, as well as by 
the media and academia, as primarily one-dimensional, targeting one 
particular group of Others, a more common variant involved a more sig-
nificant number of Others. Together with primary Others, against whom 
the mobilisation was taking place, we can also identify secondary Others, 
usually in the role of those who assist, cover or at least do not hinder the 
primary Others. The position of Others changes from mobilisation to 
mobilisation. Who was the primary Other during one mobilisation (or 
in previous centuries, like Jews), became only a less important part of 
the debate during the next mobilisation. They are still present in public 
spaces and in the rhetoric of actors, but as the focus has changed, their 
role has changed as well. Their stereotypical images are still employed 
in political rhetoric, but considering the meaning of the newly focused 
primary Others, they play different roles than in situations when they 
were the most important images of others. We will call these Others 

*	 Jan Charvát works at Institute of Political Studies, Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles Univer-
sity. This chapter was supported by the NPO “Systemic Risk Institue” LX22NPO5101, funded 
by the European Union – Next Generation EU.
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“secondary Others”. As they are mostly omitted in various analyses of 
Othering, we hope that beyond the empirical depiction of how these 
secondary others worked in two mobilisations, we can also contribute to 
the theoretical debate about Othering. 

In our chapter, we will focus on how these subordinate images of 
secondary Others work in various contexts. We offer a case study of the 
anti-Islam milieu, which started to attract increased media attention 
during the so-called refugee crisis. By the anti-Islamic milieu, we mean 
the anti-Islamic groups that emerged around 2014, the leaders and other 
activists who have begun to speak out on this issue. This is a broad group 
of people, from former far-right activists to leaders mobilised during the 
migration crisis to some active politicians who have adopted the anti-Is-
lamic agenda into their repertoire. The cornerstone of this environment 
was the “We Don’t Want Islam in the Czech Republic” (Islám v ČR nech-
ceme!, IVČRN) organisation and its leaders, among them Martin Kon-
vička, Petr Hampl and Eva Hrindová. All three of them are still actively 
commenting on political events today.

First, we will focus on how these images of secondary Others func-
tion in the context of the Czech anti-Islam mobilisation of 2014 to 2015. 
Then, we will analyse the positions of former leaders of the anti-Islam 
movement during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 to 2022. In the Czech 
Republic, these are two key public mobilisations that took place after 
2010. The leaders of the anti-Islamic movement played a significant role 
in both mobilisations. Movements produced by these mobilisations 
brought new ideas and approaches to the Czech public discourse and 
new perspectives on others and the political animosities associated with 
them. Thus, we focus on these movements rather than established polit-
ical parties like Tomio Okamura’s Freedom and Direct Democracy Party 
(SPD), as this party exploited these movements politically but did not 
bring about rhetorical innovations into public mobilisations. 

Various studies analysed the anti-EU components of anti-Islam 
movement ideology (Prokupkova, 2018), its basic ideological contours 
(Slačálek & Svobodová, 2018; Ostřanský, 2017; Mareš et al., 2015), its 
anti-gender aspects (Svatoňová, 2022), and relationship towards antisem-
itism (Tarant, 2018). We can conclude from this body of literature that 
(similar to anti-Islam movements in other Western countries) the move-
ment is not only focused on Islam but is also directed against liberals 
and the EU. While Vendula Prokupkova (2018) showed how this rejec-
tion of the EU was connected with pressure for the EU quotas for ref-
ugees, we can also say that the resistance against liberal Europe as too 
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submissive towards Islam has a much deeper role in the structure of 
the anti-Islam ideology which considers the decline of the West as the 
key problem and the cause of mass migration of the Muslims (Slačálek 
& Svobodová, 2018). 

What we want to add to this research here is an analysis of (1) the 
position of various secondary Others and (2) a study of the long-term 
development of the Othering in the same milieu after the refugee cri-
sis, especially in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. We will write 
about “the anti-Islam movement” without writing about its primary Oth-
er, Islam. Instead, we will engage with the images of ethnically different 
groups—Roma, Jews, Kurds, Ukrainians, Russians, and Vietnamese—but 
we will also need to include women, LGBT+ people, liberal “do-good-
ers”, and elites in our analysis. 

We focus on the question: how did these movements understand the 
position of these “secondary” Others, and how did they change in this 
longer time and during the new crisis? In our first study of secondary 
Others in the anti-Islam movement, we identify four functions which 
these secondary Others can play: (1) They can (by negative characteris-
tics which are attributed to them) confirm dominant diagnosis about pri-
mary Others, who often replaced them in the position of primary Others. 
(2) Sometimes, they are presented as weak and in need to be defended 
against the threat posed by primary Others, which makes the mission of 
the movement even more urgent. This role can be connected with the 
role of (3) alibi, especially against accusations of racism. Finally, some 
secondary Others can be part of (4) the explanation of the situation; 
they could contribute to the problems with primary Others, which the 
mobilisations try to underline and solve. After identifying these roles in 
the anti-Islam movement, we will trace if they repeated and how they 
changed in mobilisations against COVID-19 pandemic restrictions. 

Our analysis is based on long-term monitoring of far-right social 
media, as well as following both mainstream media and media close to 
the anti-Islam milieu, such as Parlamentní listy. We also follow our previ-
ous research (e.g., Charvát, Slačálek, & Svatoňová, 2024; Slačálek & Svo-
bodová, 2018) but focus on a different problem. The primary sources 
for our analysis are the texts published on the websites of anti-Islam 
organisations, the Facebook pages of the aforementioned leaders of the 
anti-Islam movement, and their websites.

In our analysis, we used methods based in critical discourse analysis, 
and especially in discourse-historical approach (Wodak, 2015; Wodak 
& Meyer, 2001). However, we mostly did not address the linguistic aspect 
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of rhetoric, focusing mostly on the roles of secondary Others and how 
they are constructed in the imagination of the movement. Thus, we fol-
lowed mostly functions which are played by these images of “secondary 
Others” in the argumentative repertoires of these social movements.

Refugee crisis (2015): the Anti-Islam movement  
and its secondary Others

During the refugee crisis in 2015, we saw the important mobilisation of 
two streams. The more important part of the Czech Anti-Islam movement 
was presented by the originally Facebook-based initiative IVČRN. After 
its creation, IVČRN was inspired by developments in neighbouring Ger-
many, and first tried to be a Czech variant of the PEGIDA movement in 
the sense of a mobilising street movement. Then, in 2015, it turned into 
a political movement called Bloc against Islam (Blok proti islámu) and 
tried to become the Czech AfD (Prokupkova, 2018). Since its inception, 
the Initiative has sought to publicly distance itself from the tradition-
al forms of the far-right, open racism and antisemitism, and the politi-
cal groups that have represented it. In opposition to this, smaller forma-
tions included the promotion of paramilitary activities (National Home 
Guards) and/or far-right politics (Adam B. Bartoš’s National Democracy 
(Národní demokracie), Workers’ Party of Social Justice (Dělnická strana 
sociální spravedlnosti) attempted to capitalise on the fear of Islam in part 
of Czech society, but not very successfully (Rataj, Dlouhý, & Háka, 2020). 
Even those parts of the anti-Islam movement which were not connected 
with the far-right not only stigmatised Muslims but also advocated politi-
cal violence against them and their real or suspected defenders. 

During the migration crisis, the overall shape of the Czech far-right 
changed significantly, with older groups gradually being replaced by the 
new IVČRN. This also changed the view of the secondary Others, who 
until then had played a different role.

The view of Romani people within the Czech anti-Islam scene has 
been ambivalent. On the one hand, the Roma have long represented the 
primary Others in the case of Czech (latent) racism. In this regard, 
the Roma were given as an example of “failed integration”, with the cave-
at that if integration has failed among Roma who have lived in the Czech 
Republic for “hundreds of years” and who are not associated with the 
“anti-civilisation ideology of Islam”, the chances of integrating Muslims 
are zero. Roma bring about problems with criminality, and living with 
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them is not easy, but Islam is a catastrophe of totalitarian rule (Hampl, 
2015). On the other hand, it is precisely the effort to distance oneself 
from the Czech racist scene that has reinforced the perception of the 
Roma as the hypothetical first victims of Islam, who must be protected 
from this danger (Konvička, 2015b, 2015d). 

The relationship to Jews distinguished the anti-Islam movement from 
the traditional right (Mareš et al., 2015, p. 104). Jews are perceived and 
addressed by anti-Islam activists as the frontline fighters against Islam, 
while at the same time there are calls for their protection in Europe 
against Muslims and neo-Nazis. However, as Zbyněk Tarant (2018) 
pointed out, and as our observations confirm—while the IVČRN lead-
ership has sharply distanced itself from antisemitism, attitudes mixing 
anti-Islam and antisemitism have partly spilled over towards IVČRN in 
debates on the internet. Like the English Defence League (EDL), IVČRN 
had its own Jewish division and some specific Jews were involved in the 
functioning of IVČRN. 

The relationship to the Vietnamese community has long been part 
of the debate about “Czech racism”. Where latent Czech antigypsyism 
has long been discussed, a positive attitude towards the Vietnamese is 
used as a counter-narrative to push back against accusations of racism. 
In the same way, the Vietnamese motif appears and is used within the 
anti-Islam scene. The image of Ukrainians has been used in a similar way. 
Both examples were meant to prove that it is possible to assimilate into 
the Czech Republic if you accept the basic conditions (hard work and 
successful studies). However, there are opposing views in both cases. In 
the case of the Vietnamese, there is often talk of tax evasion or the trade 
in soft drugs (marijuana). In contrast, in the case of the Ukrainians, 
there is mention of their tendency to alcoholism and their willingness to 
do “menial” manual work (Elmerot, 2019; Klvaňová, 2017). Both views 
are purely essentialist and schematic. Within the anti-Islam scene, this 
schematism was not usually debated; at most, a dispute was settled as to 
which of the two approaches was more accurate. However, the then‑Pres-
ident of the Czech Republic, Miloš Zeman, used to express himself in 
the same spirit when he stressed that “Ukrainians send their children 
to Czech schools and Vietnamese work hard” (vef, 2017). On the oth-
er hand, the IVČRN itself emphasised that “They will not be scared of 
Islam” and “they will be our important allies”. 

The Kurds were perceived similarly to the Jews, but their perception 
was not as important; they were reflected by the anti-Islam movement 
above all on the occasion of a visit of some YPG representatives in the 
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Czech Republic or Konvička’s meeting with defenders of Kobane in 
Brussels (Konvička, 2015b). That is, as a small nation, defending itself 
against a larger aggressor that everyone else has betrayed (a way that 
is characteristic of the way the Czech political culture views itself, see 
Slačálek, 2010; Holy, 1996). In their case, IVČRN explicitly violated its 
own doctrine, which does not assume that there is such a thing as a “mod-
erate Muslim”. In the case of Kurds fighting against ISIS, IVČRN tacitly 
accepted the existence of Muslims who are not only moderate enough 
but who even deserve solidarity. 

Russia was viewed ambivalently by Czech anti-Islam. On the one 
hand, it is the country with the largest Muslim population in Europe; 
on the other hand, Russia is held up as a model (like Israel) of a coun-
try that can “crack down” on “terrorists”. Gradually, then, a narrative 
is growing, linking Russia and Putin, seeing Russia as a conservative, 
Christian country governed by a heavy hand, and sharply defining itself 
not only against Muslims but also against LGBT+ and genderism.

Based on the analysis of these figures of secondary Others, we identify 
four basic functions of secondary Others in the discourse of the anti-Is-
lam movement: 

Confirmation and replacement 

This trope was connected mostly with the Roma. As the long-term ste-
reotype about them underlines violence, inadaptability, and unemploy-
ment (Slačálek, 2021), the discourse of the anti-Islam movement about 
Muslims can be interpreted as the same but stronger and more dramatic. 
Instead of violence from youth gangs, we now have terrorist or insurgent 
violence. Instead of “inadaptability” in behaviour, we had an incompat-
ibility of the basic civilisational patterns. Instead of unemployment and 
“ghettos” of Roma we have now the “parallel society” where social devi-
ance is complemented and fed by an incompatible religion and value 
system (Hampl, 2015). 

Thus, stereotypes about Roma on some level confirmed the stereo-
type about Islam, and these stereotypes were also replaced by anti-Islam 
as their much more perfect developmental stage. The most important 
trope which can be used in this context is as follows: our societies were 
unable to integrate even Roma; how can you imagine that we will be 
able to integrate Muslims? While those first lived for many generations 
in our societies and know the languages, the others are newcomers with 
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important cultural differences, some of them consisting in the intolerant 
religion (cf. Krastev, 2017). Roma, with all problems, are “ours” and 
“we know them”. In this comparison, the Muslims are a similar threat 
but without any limit and proportion (and with intolerant and violent 
religious ideology accelerating it) (Hampl, 2015). 

The same stereotype, reduced to simple parasitism on society, can be 
applied to liberal elites, especially the students of humanities and social 
sciences. They are evoked in these ways, and sometimes are even explic-
itly compared (Hampl, quoted in Slačálek & Svobodová, 2018, p. 490). 

Protecting the weak

At the same time, the relationship of the anti-Islam movement towards 
Roma cannot be reduced to sharing and redirecting basic stereotypes 
about them towards more actual objects. By some anti-Islam spokesper-
sons, especially Konvička, they were also treated with some elements of 
sympathy. Above all, Roma were described as people in hard conditions. 
These conditions (unemployment, separation, ghettoes) would probably 
be shared with Muslims in case of their mass migration. Thus, according 
to Konvička we can expect that they would be their first victims. Conse-
quently, Konvička declared one of the goals of his movement to defend 
Roma against Muslims. Not only because of themselves but also because 
they could become Muslims—and this combination of Roma and Mus-
lims can be extremely dangerous (Konvička, 2015a, 2015d). 

The Roma of course were not the only ones who needed defending 
against Muslims. For different reasons, Jews were recognised as a vulner-
able population that faced danger in the case of Muslim immigration. 
This fact was not accented too much by the movement, which focused 
instead on two other populations which need to be protected against 
the Muslims: liberals, with their soft values (and particularly LGBT+ 
people), and women (especially Muslim women) (Simao, 2015; Skálová, 
2015). The Islamic oppression of women and LGBT+ people was used 
here as a discursive triumph to defeat liberals by posing their two basic 
interests (anti-sexism/anti-homophobia and anti-racism) into contra-
dictory positions. It was connected with the ambivalent position of the 
anti-Islam movement itself: on some level, it understood this version of 
liberalism, feminism, and struggle for LGBT+ rights as the most import-
ant cause of the decline of the West, which is considered as a root cause 
of mass migration of the Muslims in the West and as a problem in itself. 
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On the other hand, they reclaimed now the role of the real defenders 
of these values and minorities which cannot be played by liberals. This 
brought about power to their narrative as well as elements of contra-
diction. This view is related to the reframing of the postulates of the 
far-right after 9/11 and the process of mainstreaming of the far-right 
that we have witnessed in the last decade (Mudde, 2019). If the far-right 
has long been accused of rejecting human rights, it was its reorientation 
towards anti-Islamism after 9/11 that allowed these accusations to be 
problematised. Advocating women’s and LGBT+ people’s rights against 
Islam has allowed the far-right to adopt, at least verbally, the advocacy 
of “European human rights” into its repertoire.

Of the leaders of the movement, Konvička profiled himself as an 
especially vocal and at the same time somehow eccentric person in this 
way. He declared being liberal-minded and close to the environmental-
ist milieu, participating in rave parties and so on. Under other condi-
tions, he declared, he could become one of the do-gooders. Thus, he 
understands their motivations, but as he sees the danger of Islam and 
the decline of Europe, he has to follow a different way. Konvička demon-
strated attraction towards minorities even in different and less conven-
tional ways: in his blogposts, he described his sexual affairs with Romani 
prostitutes as well as with Muslim women (Vančová, 2015). While in the 
case of Romani prostitutes he demonstrated here his openness towards 
minorities, in the case of Muslim women he proposed sexual conquest 
as a way of “liberation”, recruiting them and forming a competition with 
Muslim men (vam, 2015; cf. Slačálek & Svobodová, 2018). These articles 
(especially the article on Romani prostitutes) were highly controversial 
in the anti-Islam movement, and the organisation Angry Mothers pro-
tested against both them and the leadership role of such a figure in the 
movement. 

Alibi

Konvička’s ambition to recruit Roma had one other reason, along with 
their alleged vulnerability and his own strange orientalist eroticism. He 
claimed that the inclusion of the Roma could provide him with a quite 
strong shield against the accusation of being xenophobic or even racist. This 
leads to another possible role of the secondary Others: to provide an alibi. 

Sometimes, the alibi function was declared explicitly. For example, 
during his speech on the founding congress of the Bloc against Islam, 
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Konvička declared: “Above all, we are not racists. We have other prob-
lems with the people which Brussels wants to ‘redistribute’ to us than 
skin colour. The opponents of Islam are people of all races and nations, 
and also here at chairmen’s table sit Arabian half-breed and two Jews” 
(Konvička, 2015a). In the case of Roma, Konvička was mostly unsuc-
cessful. There were some anti-Islam positions of some Roma leaders, but 
they did not make them participants in the movement. In the anti-Is-
lam ranks, the only exception was Klára Samková, a former activist for 
Roma rights (and ex-wife of Roma leader Ivan Veselý). The movement 
collaborated with this aggressive and eloquent public figure in spite of 
her unpopular position, above all in anti-Roma sectors of the population 
(Huml, 2015). However, the alibi she could provide was far from perfect.

Other minorities were also used to produce an alibi, despite the fact 
that the Czech relationship towards Ukrainians and Vietnamese dias-
poras living in the Czech Republic is far from being ideal, with strong 
elements of racism, xenophobia, and discrimination. In his speech to 
anti-Islam activists during the state celebration of November 17, Czech 
President Zeman (2015) spoke about these Others in an unspecified way:

Our nation is not xenophobic, there are more than half a million foreigners 
living in this nation, in this country, and they are able to find coexistence with 
our culture, they are accepted in a friendly way and there are no problems 
with them, on the contrary, they benefit our society. But their culture is fully 
compatible with European values. It is not a culture of murderers and it is not 
a culture of religious hatred.

In the case of the Vietnamese (as the third largest diaspora in the Czech 
Republic), it is confusing to speak about “European values”, but the 
community is accepted for being hard-working and “calm”, without 
strong self-presentation and struggle for its rights (see Souralová, 2024). 

Explanation

Sometimes, the secondary Others are considered as being the cause of 
the problem with Muslim migration. It is probably this role which can 
help us in differentiating two versions of secondary Others. Less import-
ant Others who are really “secondary” cannot play this role: their activity 
was marginalised by an imminent and actual threat; they can become 
part of the story, but they cannot play a decisive role. On the other hand, 
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the Others whose activity can explain the situation are probably of key 
importance for the identity of the described actors. The anti-Islam milieu 
produced two basic narratives about the causes of the refugee crisis: it 
has its root causes in the politics of the liberal EU elites, or it was pro-
duced by the Jewish conspiracy. 

The most radical version of the EU-liberal elites narrative was pro-
duced by Václav Klaus, a former president of the Czech Republic. He 
co-authored a short book presenting some version of the “great replace-
ment” conspiracy theory (Klaus & Weigel, 2015): the refugee crisis is 
explained here by the effort of EU liberal elites to exchange popula-
tion and produce new loyal and motivated voters. Interestingly enough, 
a conspiracy theory popularised by a former head of state was not accept-
ed consensually in the movement. For example, Konvička reacted on 
his Facebook with polemical remarks: according to him, Klaus overesti-
mates the efficiency and strategic sense of the European elites (Slačálek 
& Svobodová, 2018, p. 488). Far from being able to construct and realise 
such a devilish plan, they are in decline, and it is exactly this decline that 
causes Western troubles, including the most important one: openness to 
Islam and the refugee crisis. The problem is recognised here not as dev-
ilish omnipotence of the European liberal elites, but as their impotence. 

The idea of a Jewish conspiracy behind the refugee crisis was much 
more obscure and marginal. It was defended by some conspiracy the-
orists and a minority faction of the movement connected to open far-
right politics, led by Adam B. Bartoš. In their mental universe, a Jewish 
conspiracy was the driver behind the Islamic menace; sometimes, the 
Muslim menace is only a Jewish tool to gain support for Israel (Tarant, 
2018). This inverts the roles as Muslims become, in this discourse, in 
fact, secondary Others, and Jews are, in fact, primary Others. What is 
otherwise surprising in this discourse is the level of structural similarity 
with the above-analysed discourse of the mainstream of the anti-Islam 
movement, where the role of Jews is played by liberal elites. 

2020–2022: COVID crisis

During the pandemic restrictions, there were strong manifestations of 
resistance in Czech society. They were inspired by a very broad ideolog-
ical mix of attitudes: from a specific type of individualism (based on the 
neoliberal narrative that has been present in part of Czech society since 
the early 1990s); to resistance to the restrictions, surveillance, and power 
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of pharmaceutical companies; to a reaction to the social problems caused 
by the measures, affecting specifically certain sectors of the Czech econo-
my (the catering industry); to the notion of the decline of the nation, the 
fear of a “great reset” (Hampl, 2021g), and new or newly strengthened 
power structures, often understood in terms of conspiracy theories.

But this situation has had a rather profound effect on the anti-Islam 
scene, which is now increasingly overlapping with the so-called “disinfor-
mation scene” and, to some extent, with the far-right. But the reaction to 
the pandemic has gradually divided the anti-Islam scene. At the begin-
ning of the pandemic, the majority of it was in favour of lockdown and, 
especially, of closing the borders—while the minority, on the other hand, 
from libertarian positions, was opposed to face masks and society-wide 
measures (Konvička, 2021e). Only as the pandemic progressed did the 
positions reverse, and the majority of the anti-Islam scene, led by Hrin-
dová’s Angry Mothers, opposed the measures, while only a small section, 
centred mainly around Martin Konvička and Petr Hampl (Jandourek, 
2021), called for tough measures and warned of the deadly effects of 
the pandemic (Konvička, 2022). Their role model became Orbán, while 
the nationalists protesting against COVID-19 restrictions betrayed their 
principles. This is partly why the view of primary and secondary Others 
differs. 

Within the pro-lockdown segment of the anti-Islam scene, the 
COVID-19 deniers or rejecters of measures gradually worked their way 
into the role of primary Others. Towards a number of former colleagues, 
the resentment of the leaders of the anti-Islamist scene was suddenly 
directed there (Hampl, 2021a). In the second place, then, were West-
ern European liberal elites, who were accused of aiding the spread of 
COVID by their incompetence. Here, the very same motive emerges as 
in the case of those accused of spreading Islam. However, this equally 
includes the promoters of the Green Deal (Konvička, 2021b), who are 
accused of a deliberate attempt to manipulate the masses and impose 
on them measures that will lead to their widespread impoverishment. 
This includes, finally, the Pirate Party, which has gradually replaced the 
former “neo-Marxists” in the imaginary of anti-Islamists. The reason was 
the upcoming elections in the Czech Republic at the end of 2021, in 
which the Pirate Party had been leading in opinion polls for some time 
and was likely to win the elections. The Pirate Party became the essence 
of everything that the anti-Islamists rejected (positive attitude towards 
migration, left-wing political party, Green Deal, etc.), and this view 
was gradually extended in part to the SPOLU coalition, as the Pirates’ 
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importance as a possible winner of the 2021 general election gradually 
declined (Hampl, 2021d, 2021b).

In the same group Islam itself, or rather migration, has very quickly 
moved into the position of the secondary Other. Although this topic par-
tially resonated during the end of the mission in Afghanistan, when the 
issue of Afghan interpreters and Czech assistance, including their reset-
tlement, began to be addressed in the Czech Republic (Hampl, 2021c, 
2021f), this topic was already perceived differently by the majority in 
Czech society than during the migration crisis in 2015 (the interpret-
ers, including their families, were perceived as people to whom we owed 
help, who had participated in the fight against the Taliban, risked their 
lives for us, and whose lives were in real danger) and the response in 
society was relatively low. The second group of secondary Others were 
the Russians, or rather Russia, which was carefully held up as a model in 
how to manage the COVID pandemic thanks to science and consistency, 
albeit with the admission that it was not quite working fully there either. 

In contrast, the group opposing COVID-19 restrictions primarily 
took issue with the media (which, in their view, spread false narratives 
related to the need to act against COVID both unnecessarily harshly and 
unnecessarily “artificially” (in the medical sense), while there are natural 
ways to boost immunity and treat similar diseases); the pharmaceutical 
lobby (Hrindová, 2021) (which, according to them, artificially keeps the 
fear of COVID in society so that they can profit from it, the pursuit of 
wealth by this lobby being, according to this group, the main culprit 
of the current crisis); and, finally, to global capital (as a system based 
solely on the pursuit of profit, which frames the whole problem of the 
pharmaceutical lobby). Interestingly, although there were criticisms of 
global capital (Hrindová, 2020a), it cannot be said that this group 
of anti-Islam activists was moving to the left. Instead, the emphasis is 
on solutions that rely on individual freedom and responsibility, exactly 
in the style of the neoliberal precepts of the 1990s in which a large part 
of the supporters of this current grew up. 

Confirmation and replacement

For the pro-lockdown group, the situation is quite clear. Just as in the 
anti-Islam era, people are calling for freedom, but this time the anti-re-
strictions scene is on the opposite side, and its activities are directed 
towards its own destruction by COVID-19. Whereas at the time of the 
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refugee crisis the goal of the anti-Islam movement was to defend itself, 
now the anti-lockdown is seen as voluntarily sticking their necks out for 
COVID and participating in our self-destruction (Konvička, 2021c). But 
Europe is doing the same thing, because they did it already under Islam, 
because they can do nothing else. Moreover, this situation is being used 
by the “Green Dealers” (from the point of view of the anti-Islam move-
ment, it is a combination of young neo-Marxists and old EU structures 
meeting on the subject of climate alarmism, which is part of a plan—con-
scious or unintentional—to destroy the very foundations of Europe’s for-
mer greatness) to further attack Western values, because their goal is the 
poverty of the lower classes, which will be easy to control (Hampl, 2021e; 
Konvička, 2021b). The Green Deal is thus seen as an elitist ideology. 
Thus, according to the pro-lockdown group, we see a synergy between 
the activities of the European liberal elites during the Islamic crisis and 
during the COVID crisis, both behaviours aiming at the destruction of 
Europe as we know it. The inclination of some of the former anti-Isla-
mists to this trajectory is due, according to the pro-lockdown group, 
to the inclination of their former colleagues towards esotericism, the 
rejection of scientific approaches (indeed, both key figures of this group, 
Konvička and Hampl, have always stressed their university education 
and their emphasis on scientific approaches to the investigation of reali-
ty) and their succumbing to disinformation. 

For the anti-lockdown group, it is an attempt to symmetrise all ene-
mies. The #MeToo movement becomes for them the same as the “COVID 
religion”, the Green Deal, or migration (Hrindová, 2020d). From this 
perspective, everything has the same root: Western elites and global 
capital. So in part the two groups overlap (in the case of the Western 
elite’s view), but in the former case the mention of global capital is 
absent. While the first group responds to the pandemic by seeking a sys-
temic solution involving a series of forcibly enforced bans, the second 
group pursues a line of individual responsibility.

Protecting the weak

The weak, from the perspective of both groups, is this time mainly “ordi-
nary people”. In the first case exposed to the danger of an unregulat-
ed pandemic (Konvička, 2021a), in the second case manipulated by the 
media in favour of an all-powerful lobby (Hrindová, 2020b). In this case, 
these weak “ordinary people” are from the same nation as the activists of 
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the movement, who in true populist manner actually frame themselves 
too as “ordinary people”. Thus, in this case, the weak, which must be 
defended, do not belong to “Others” but to “us”. 

Alibi

In the case of Alibi, however, the two groups diverge again. For the 
group supporting the anti-COVID measures, and namely for Konvička, 
it is primarily a defence of science and professional approaches (Konvič-
ka, 2021d), which, as an associate professor at a university, he trusts and 
which he sees as a kind of security that gives him a privileged position. 
The key moment is then to try to convince the public (and, secondarily, 
his former colleagues) that there is no other way than the way of rational-
ity (and, therefore, science), just as there was no other way in the case of 
Islam. From the very beginning of IVČRN, Konvička positioned himself 
as a person who “understands the problems of Islam better than orien-
talists” (Konvička, 2016), and the main methodological approach that he 
developed was based on the application of natural scientific approach-
es. In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic it is thus a defence not only 
of science itself but also of his own approach, which he applied to the 
migration crisis and which he saw as no less scientific. 

For the anti-restriction groups, then, the main alibi was directed 
towards the distinction between “good” and “bad” doctors. The bad ones 
are beholden to the pharmaceutical lobby, while the good ones let ordi-
nary people heal themselves naturally. The point, then, is to show that 
the aim is not to reject doctors (or science) as such, but only those who 
are subject to the pharmaceutical lobby (Hrindová, 2020c). 

Conclusion, or two types of secondary Others

When the COVID-19 crisis was replaced by the Ukraine war and con-
nected energy-crisis, large grassroots mobilisation surprised Czechia. The 
demonstration in the centre of Prague with 70,000 protestors in Septem-
ber 2022 was mostly fed by the feelings of insecurity and fear of the prices 
of energy, but it also presented a relatively radical political vision: not 
only “Czechia first!” but also “leaving all globalist institutions”, includ-
ing the EU and UN. Relatively unknown organisers produced strong 
grassroots mobilisation not only thanks to communication technologies, 
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but also thanks to networks created during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and sometimes also to experiences with previous anti-Islam mobilisation. 
The game of Othering was somehow interrupted here: the main Other 
was the government, while the defended subject was the nation, which 
makes anybody a potential Other but also deprives images of geograph-
ically and ethnically distant Others of their urgency. The organisers of 
the demonstration did not mobilise against Ukraine (despite the fact 
that they attacked governmental help to Ukraine). They only declared: 
We do not care! You are the Czech, not the Ukrainian government: help 
us, not them!

What in this context remains from the story of secondary Othering 
during the refugee and COVID-19 crises? Above all, we conclude that 
we can differentiate two kinds of secondary Others. One is the Other 
whose role is marginalised and determined by the primary Other. They 
become subordinated to the argumentation about primary Others; 
they are depicted in narratives about them. They are only used to con-
firm the main story. Their role can even influence long-term prejudices 
about these minorities, probably not to overcome them, but to make 
them softer in a comparative perspective. 

The other kind of secondary Others—we can call them “important 
secondary Others”—have some level of independence and explanatory 
power in the imaginary of xenophobes. The criterion for this kind of 
Other can be found in the fact that they can also function in the role 
of “explanation”.

In our case, the gradual emergence of liberal Western Europe as a pri-
mary Other is a variable. While in the anti-Islam mobilisation during the 
migration crisis in 2015, Europe, liberal elites, Brussels, and neo-Marx-
ism played the role of secondary Others against which the anti-Islam 
scene defined itself. During the COVID-19 crisis, Europe, Brussels, and 
liberal elites, merging with the notions of neo-Marxism and fascism, were 
already playing the role of the chief enemy that is the perpetrator of 
all evil. This evil, at the time of the migrant crisis, meant Europe’s will-
ingness to open its borders to the invasion of Islam; at the time of the 
COVID crisis, it was its unwillingness to intervene forcefully enough 
against the spread of a pandemic; and during the Ukrainian war, it was 
driving the world towards nuclear conflict. In all cases, the aim of the 
European elites is to impoverish and discipline the ordinary population, 
to control them through the breaking of ethnic unity in the case of the 
migrant crisis, COVID-fascism in the case of the pandemic, and impov-
erishment in the case of the war against Russia which will lead to the 
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closure of the gas, oil and coal supply. There is only a slight difference as 
to whether all three of these moments are caused by the incompetence 
of the European elites or, on the contrary, by their almost diabolical 
conspiracy.

This leads us to the hidden Others—ourselves, or the bad part of our-
selves (our nation), to be more precise. We, as the image of the weak, the 
softened (the repeated narratives of “do-gooders” as gender-fluid soy 
latte-drinking vegans), unwilling to endure hardship, compared to both 
predatory and aggressive Islam and hard-working Vietnamese or Ukrai-
nians and militant Kurds and Jews. Like the majority of the stories about 
Others, they work as a mirror to recognise self, and for criticism.

In our analysis of anti-Islam mobilisation, we have identified four 
roles that secondary Others can play: confirmation of a diagnosis which 
is brought about by actors of Othering (which is often connected by 
the fact that these secondary Others are former primary Others to be 
replaced by new primary Others, like Roma in times of anti-Islam mobil-
isation), being weak to be protected, serve as an alibi, or be understood 
as explanation. In our analysis of the same milieu during the COVID-19 
pandemic, we have shown how the work of secondary Othering has 
changed as the source of these “secondary Others” became relatively 
fluid, open to inclusion of many other subjects, often circulating from 
a position of primary to secondary Others in a relatively fast way. How-
ever, the majority of the function which secondary Others had to play 
(with the exception of weak to be protected) remained similar. It is open 
to other research if this is also the case of secondary Others in different 
contexts—or if, in different cases of Othering, the concept of secondary 
Others even makes sense. 
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7. From Anticlericalism to Islamophobia: 
The Catholic Church in the Czech 
Republic as Object and Subject 
of Othering

Jakub Ort

Introduction

As in many other countries in Central and Eastern post-communist 
Europe, in the Czech Republic the Roman Catholic Church has become 
significantly politicised—and has attempted to derive its influence from 
its vehemently negative portrayals of Others, from migrants to Islam, the 
LGBT+ community, or to progressive feminist politics. Unlike Poland or 
even Slovakia, the Catholic Church has a historically much weaker social 
position in the Czech Republic; this was reflected in how strongly the 
left-wing criticism of the Church resonated in society during the passing 
of the controversial law on the restitution of church property which had 
been confiscated by the Communist Party during the previous regime 
(Frantová, 2024).   

In this chapter, I will compare the logic of Othering produced by the 
Catholic Church with discussions concerning the 2012 law on church 
property, which directly preceded the strong politicisation of the Cath-
olic Church. As I will show, the Catholic Church itself is to some extent 
perceived as the Other within this debate, and is thus not only the sub-
ject but also the object of Othering. I then draw attention to the relation-
ships between these two kinds of discourses of Othering, analysing the 
shifts, continuities and discontinuities between them and contextualising 
them within transformations in society. Special attention is paid to the 
changing stance towards the Church exhibited by the more liberal end 
of the Czech political spectrum, assessed mainly by analysing the texts of 
Martin Fendrych, a public intellectual who has long been involved in the 
public debate on the role of churches in society. Finally, I will elucidate 
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how the current “Christianist” (Brubaker, 2017a) Othering of the Catho-
lic Church is embedded within the broader strategy of finding a new role 
for the Catholic Church in Czech society.

I analyse key media outputs on the topic, drawing on previous media 
analyses of the church restitution debate (Frantová & Haas, 2023; O’Ma-
hony, 2013) and paying particular attention to opinion pieces by Martin 
Fendrych. In particular, I work with the concept of populism as put for-
ward by Rogers Brubaker (2017b). In my analyses of the current political 
situation in the Czech Republic, I draw mainly on Pavel Barša, Zora 
Hesová and Ondřej Slačálek (2021). 

The Catholic Church and the Law  
on the Restitution of Property

The Roman Catholic Church has found itself in a tenuous position in 
Czech society. Despite being the most populous church, it still consti-
tutes a minority interest group, as Czech society is one of the least reli-
gious in the world (at least concerning traditional and institutionalised 
religion) (Nešpor, 2010). The second limitation that the Catholic Church 
faces is historical and political. The Czech national narrative is tradition-
ally non-Catholic, even anti-Catholic. Hussitism, the Czech Reforma-
tion, and the violent re-Catholicisation associated with the Habsburg 
rulers all play a significant role here (Pabián, 2007). In the 1950s, the 
Catholic Church became a victim of forced secularisation by the Stalinist 
regime. Property was confiscated; priests, monks, and nuns were targets 
of persecution, imprisonment, and torture; and (not only Catholic) cler-
gy started being paid directly by the state as an instrument of control. 
The issue of church restitution and forging a new relationship between 
the Church and the State had been on the table since the early 1990s, but 
the solution ran up against the sheer complexity of the problem, the issue 
of property intertwining with the establishment of church-state relations, 
and the reluctance of politicians from the two strongest parties to solve 
the problem. As Joan O’Mahony (2003) recalls, in the first part of the 
1990s, the conflict over the return of church property did not follow the 
right-left political spectrum; instead, the two largest parties, the right-
wing ODS and the left-wing ČSSD, followed by the Communist Party 
of the Czech Republic and the far-right Republicans, all rejected the 
restitution. The Church’s claims were supported by two smaller Chris-
tian-oriented parties, KDU-ČSL and KDS, and the conservative-liberal 
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ODA (O’Mahony, 2003, pp. 68–70). The situation changed fundamen-
tally with the right-wing government of Petr Nečas (2010–2013), which 
otherwise focused on implementing austerity measures justified by the 
economic crisis. The so-called Law on Property Settlement with Church-
es and Religious Societies was approved by a very narrow majority. It 
was also thanks to the votes of several MPs who initially disagreed with 
the law and who, in exchange for their support, were given important 
jobs in state companies, subsequently rousing suspicions of corruption.

The law allowed the return of CZK 75 billion worth of property in kind 
to the Church and financial compensation of CZK 59 billion. The finan-
cial compensation has been paid out in thirty annual instalments since the 
law was passed. For 17 years, churches have been dependent on the state 
for clergy salaries, though the state’s contributions have been gradually 
waning. The law covered 17 religious communities (in addition to Chris-
tian churches, it also included the Federation of Jewish Communities) and 
the vast majority of the financial compensation was for the property orig-
inally belonging to the Catholic Church; however, this law granted oth-
er religious communities a larger share than their original property was 
worth, and they thus claimed 80% of the total (Klimeš, 2021). 

The Catholic Church is not a typical Other in Czech society, though 
some circumstances justify this perspective. The first is the aforemen-
tioned ambivalent position of the Catholic Church in the Czech nation-
al narrative, as well as in the majority, non-religious Czech society. In 
the 1990s, representatives of the Catholic Church (among others) spoke 
about the fact that even after 1989, the Church still faced prejudice and 
misunderstanding from politicians and society, which they interpreted 
primarily as a lingering relic of the Communist regime. For example, 
Bishop Václav Malý commented in 1998:

Of course, politicians do lean on public opinion which was educated for three 
generations during Communism in prejudice against the Church, which is 
why the institutional problem has not been solved by now (O’Mahony, 2003, 
p. 129). 

Even as a minority, the Catholic Church had a certain moral cachet in 
Czech society after 1989 as a victim of the Communist regime, and as 
one of the centres of resistance against it. In this respect, the minority 
status of the Church was also interpreted positively by some. The Church 
represented a minority deserving of protection within a democratic soci-
ety and which contributed to its diversity. This is how some bishops 
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described their idea of the Church and its role in democratic society in 
the 1990s (O’Mahony, 2003, p. 153). As I will mention later, these state-
ments should be taken with a grain of salt and in some cases can be read 
as an attempt to positively reframe a situation deemed unfavourable by 
the Church’s leaders. Nevertheless, it is a testimony to the Church’s place 
in public discourse. “We are not a dominating community, but a commu-
nity that can show another way of life, another way of thinking, another 
way of communicating,” Bishop Malý explained in 1998. Later that same 
year, Archbishop Duka spoke in a similar tone to underscore the values 
of “tolerance, friendship, respect” (O’Mahony, 2003). 

The Social Democrats’ campaign against 
church restitution: Catholic Church as an object 
of Othering?

The discussion surrounding the Church met an unprecedented peak at 
the time of the 2012 law on the restitution of church property. It was 
accompanied by a heated political debate with the right-wing govern-
ment and church leaders on one side, and the left-wing opposition, the 
Czech Social Democratic Party (Česká strana sociálně demokratická, 
ČSSD) and the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia (Komunis-
tická strana Čech a Moravy, KSČM) on the other. However, the debate 
resonated throughout the whole of society. Veronika Frantová and Petr 
Haas (2023) identified four basic narratives about the law in their discur-
sive analysis of extensive material from both church and secular media. 
The main narrative in support of the law was based on the inviolability 
of private property as the foundation of liberal democracy, and the need 
to redress former property injustices; it was encompassed in the popu-
lar slogan: “What was stolen must be returned”. The second narrative 
looked to the future and argued for the need to provide the churches 
with their own material basis for fulfilling their role as bearers of tradi-
tional, spiritual, social, and democratic values for Czech society. There 
were also two opposing narratives. The first argued that churches should 
be poor (and resonated among some Christian critics of the law), while 
the second linked the Church to right-wing political elites and interpret-
ed their agreement as the “theft of the century” that would fall on state 
coffers and people affected by right-wing austerity policies.

The dominant version of the leftist critique of the law can be described 
as formally populist in the sense that this narrative placed the people/



161

society on one end, and an alliance of corrupt politicians and greedy reli-
gious elites, acting against the interests of society for their own benefit, 
on the other (Brubaker, 2017b). Some critics of the law also mobilised 
anti-Catholic elements of the Czech national narrative; for example, they 
described the passage of the law as a repetition of the Battle of White 
Mountain (1620), in which the German Catholic Habsburgs defeated the 
Czech non-Catholic nobility and began a long period of violent re-Ca-
tholicisation in the Czech lands (Klimeš, 2021). The second national-
ist element was a warning about breaking the so-called Beneš Decrees, 
which, according to critics, could set a precedent for claims to property 
by the Sudeten Germans (Redakce České pozice, 2012). A key moment 
that further escalated the debate was a campaign led by the opposition, 
the Social Democrats. They commissioned billboards depicting two 
hands passing a bag of money to each other. One of them belonged to 
a politician (with blue sleeves, symbolising the right), with the other 
in a decorative vestment, symbolising the bishop. The image contained 
critical narratives about restitution: the theft of public property and the 
greed of the Church. The campaign was met with outrage from right-
wing politicians, supporters of restitution, and churches. Liberal crit-
icism towards the incitement of hatred against churches was strongly 
voiced. In this respect, ČSSD was accused of the populist Othering of 
the Church, which contradicts the tenets of democratic culture based 
on rational debates, unconditional respect for certain moral principles 
(inviolability of property), dialogue, and respect for religious minorities.

The criticism was rife with strong anti-communist rhetoric, which was 
followed by church leaders comparing the campaign to Nazi and Stalin-
ist propaganda. “Witnesses can attest that the campaign is no better 
than the unfortunate antisemitic and anti-clerical ‘Third Reich’ posters, 
painted red by Gottwald ideologues,” said Archbishop Duka, Chairman 
of the Council of Non-Catholic Churches Joel Ruml, and Chairman of 
the Federation of Jewish Communities Jiří Daníček in a joint statement 
about the billboard (Faltýnek, 2012). Religious leaders thus warned 
against the vicious Othering of churches, which they said was a typical 
feature of the Nazi and Stalinist regimes, identifying an intrinsic similar-
ity based on a popular version of totalitarianism. The campaign of ČSSD 
and the discussion surrounding the restitution of church property can 
be linked to political discourse that exhibits the five elements of pop-
ulism as defined by Rogers Brubaker (2017b). The left and those who 
opposed the law mobilised most of the elements that Brubaker associ-
ates with populism. They took issue with the politicisation of a problem 
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that the government and the Church presented as a matter of formal 
justice; they drew attention to the majority of society who opposed the 
law; they played on public distrust towards the official institutions that 
drafted the bill and calculated the compensation; they positioned them-
selves as a safeguard against the potential deficit in the state budget and 
the resulting societal impact; and finally, they were not afraid of rousing 
emotions using a “low style” of political rhetoric. More important for us, 
however, is the position of the Other, which plays a fundamental role in 
populist discourse. I maintain that the Catholic Church can be under-
stood as an object of Othering. The opposition between the people as the 
majority of Czech society and the Church can be understood both ver-
tically and horizontally (Kim, 2022). The Church was primarily identi-
fied with its high representatives in the agreement between the state and 
church elites, meaning it was primarily about the vertical delimitation 
of the Other. At the same time, anti-restitution discourse also features 
elements of horizontal opposition in the allusions to the non-national 
character of the Church. As Brubaker writes, it is common for the two 
elements to overlap (Brubaker, 2017b, p. 27).

However, the position of the Church as a minority or Other was also 
invoked by advocates of the law and the Church itself. First, government 
officials, churches, and some liberal commentators condemned the rhet-
oric of the left based on liberal critiques of populism. They condemned 
the left for inflaming hatred and envy in society. Journalist Martin Fend-
rych described this hatred, like the church leaders themselves, as “Bol-
shevik” (Fendrych, 2012). The negative emotions and prejudices of the 
majority contradict the foundations of the rule of law, which should be 
asserted precisely when the rights of an unpopular minority are at stake. 
Thus, in this anti-populist interpretation, the Church is a horizontally 
defined minority. The strength of the democratic establishment, as well 
as the moral integrity of its political representatives (rsk, 2012), must 
then be proved through the state’s ability to protect these democratic 
rights from the majority.

The anti-liberal turn and the Church as the subject 
of Othering

However, in tandem with the negotiations on church property, a nation-
al-conservative emphasis started to reverberate from church representa-
tives, and hints of closer alliances with top politicians started to appear. 



163

Part of this can certainly be attributed to the replacement of Archbishop 
Miloslav Vlk with Duka in 2010. The latter made no secret of his affilia-
tion with right-wing president Václav Klaus, who at the time warned of 
“daily attacks by ‘progressivists’ of all kinds on long-established (and 
proven) social values and virtues” (Holakovský, 2012). A perhaps even 
closer relationship was forged in 2013 between Duka and newly elect-
ed President Miloš Zeman, former Chairman of the Social Democrats, 
who began leaning more strongly towards national-conservative politics 
(Vaňáč, 2017, p. 39).

The new political rhetoric of Catholic Church leaders escalated in 
2015 when Duka’s associates responded to the arrival of Syrian migrants 
in Europe and Islamist terrorism with an aggressive anti-immigrant 
and Islamophobic stance similar to Zeman’s (Naxera & Krčál, 2018). 
Duka’s associate Milan Badal declared that we were at war with Islam, 
refusing to distinguish between radical and moderate Islam (Studio 
ČT24, 2016). However, in the course of the following years, opposition 
towards feminism, “gender ideology”, LGBT+ rights, and the progressive 
Western currents which they chided for aggressively promoting these 
positions, were gradually added to the repertoire of Duka and his circle.

The Istanbul Convention Against Violence Against Women became 
a prominent target in this regard. In a sermon by priest and former Min-
ister of Education Petr Piťha, he admonished the convention for being 
the result of “powerful pressure groups of genderists and homosexuals”, 
and openly engaged in conspiracy theories to warn the faithful: “They 
take your children and they don’t tell you where they’ve hidden them, 
where they’ve sold them, where they’ve imprisoned them,” and con-
tinued, “For every dissent, you will be deported to correctional labour 
camps for extermination” (Piťha, 2018). Piťha’s speech sparked a lawsuit 
by a feminist organisation, provoked criticism from some liberal priests 
(Tomáš Halík, Tomáš Petráček), and instigated a protest organised by 
a young Catholic woman, Anna Petani. Nevertheless, Duka still defend-
ed Piťha (Církev.cz, 2018).

The archbishop also officially expressed his support for Catholic 
anti-abortion activists from the Movement for Life (Hnutí za život), 
a previously marginal group which had secured a professional public 
relations image and which enjoyed Duka’s attendance at their regular 
annual marches. As suggested by the name of the event—the National 
March for Family and Life—and the content of their speeches, the restric-
tion of reproductive rights was not their only agenda. As in the case of 
other conservative Christian activities, which are particularly strong in 
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post-communist Europe, the issue of abortion here, linked through the 
so-called demographic panic, was tied to concerns regarding the future 
of the nation and, in turn, opposition to same-sex marriage and migra-
tion (Hesová, 2018).

The shifting sphere of influence surrounding Duka towards far-right 
politics culminated in the 2021 parliamentary elections, with the candida-
cy of Hana Lipovská on behalf of the far-right Free Bloc, and Josef Nerušil 
for the very similarly politically oriented party Freedom and Direct 
Democracy (Svoboda a přímá demokracie, SPD). Lipovská had previous-
ly been nominated to the Czech Television Council by the Czech Bishops’ 
Conference, and Nerušil has long been a close associate of Duka’s, manag-
ing his social media accounts. This time around, the Church’s direct ties to 
far-right politics through the above figures prompted criticism from wider 
circles of the Czech Catholic Church (Pergler, 2021).

Of course, Duka’s politics fit into a broader anti-liberal turn that 
is not limited to the Czech Republic and includes various elements of 
what can be described (from a more formal perspective) as populist or 
(from a more ideological perspective) as national-conservative (Harzer, 
2017). At the same time, something that Brubaker calls Christianism can 
be clearly discerned in Duka’s rhetoric. Brubaker posits that contem-
porary national populism does not work with a strictly defined notion 
of the nation, but rather with the idea of broader civilisational wholes 
and clashes, rendering Christianity one of the potential defining identity 
features in this clash. “Christianity is embraced not as a religion but as 
a civilisational identity understood in antithetical opposition to Islam,” 
Brubaker (2017a, p. 4) writes. As demonstrated above, however, Islam 
may not be the only Other through which Christianity defines itself. 

If we contextualise the discourse of Duka and his allies within Bru-
baker’s scheme for a formally defined populism, we see that, unlike the 
criticism of restitution, the horizontally defined Other plays a key role in 
this case. It is about Islam and refugees, but also about the progressive 
politics associated primarily with the West. It is precisely the progres-
sive politics represented by conventions against gender-based violence 
or sexual minority rights that simultaneously combine the horizontal 
with the vertical; this is because the critique of these politics is linked to 
a critique of the European (but also partly domestic) elites who promote 
these issues. The elites then stand against the people, who are united in 
a vaguely conceived tradition of national community.

In this discourse, minorities no longer represent the commitment and 
opportunity to engage in dialogue, but rather an external threat. At the 
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same time, Duka forwards the idea that minorities are not in fact margin-
alised groups worthy of constitutional protection, but instead have exclu-
sive access to power. In this regard, Duka speaks of minorities “silencing 
the majority”. He later specifies that there are many such minorities, with 
sexual minorities being one of them (Harzer, 2017). This discourse once 
again exhibits elements of populism as defined by Brubaker, such as the 
criticism of official institutions (liberal democracy does not represent the 
majority; the EU promotes decadent policies), but above all, an empha-
sis on the majority and the need to protect it. It should be noted that 
while liberal pro-church, anti-populist discourse painted the Church as 
a minority deserving of respect and protection of rights, the Church has 
now become part of the majority thanks to new Others.

A societal shift: the breakdown of the conservative-
liberal consensus

The shift that occurred can be explained quite easily through the changes 
that took place in the social and political sphere independently of the 
Church, and in a much broader context than the Czech one. In the years 
between the passing of the Church Property Act and Piťha’s sermon, 
an anti-liberal turn can be observed in many sites of global politics. In 
a European context, the humanitarian crisis associated with the arrival of 
war refugees in Europe in the summer of 2015 can be identified as a sym-
bolic turning point and catalyst. This turn was particularly palpable in 
the post-communist countries of Eastern Europe.

Barša, Hesová, and Slačálek (2021, p. 14) put forth that the new 
political cleavages and lines of conflict in Eastern European societies 
are related to the breakdown of the post-communist hegemony formed 
by the “overlapping consensus of the cosmopolitan-liberal and nation-
al-conservative poles”. This consensus was united by the common goal 
of becoming part of the West. On the one hand, this rested on the con-
tinued assertion of the real identities of the Eastern European nations, 
disrupted by the imposed Russian influence, and on the other hand, on 
the desired “membership in the club of the rich and powerful” (Barša, 
Hesová, & Slačálek, 2021). The image of the West combined elements of 
liberal universalism, enlightenment, and emancipation with a conserva-
tive interpretation of the West as a particularistic civilisation and guar-
antor of traditions, including the Christian one. When participation in 
the West was achieved at an institutional level, it became clear that the 
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peripheral position of these nations would not be overcome, and so the 
consensus broke down.

The discourse that supported the return of church property com-
bined both liberal and conservative elements: alongside an emphasis on 
the value of Christianity and tradition stood the argument for a secular 
ordering of democratic society and the separation of Church and State; 
the emphasis on private property as the basis of the post-Soviet order 
was combined with an emphasis on the rule of law. Both were linked by 
a strong anti-communist sentiment. Liberal and conservative elements 
were also combined in the individual opinions and speeches of specific 
figures. In the earlier texts from Fendrych, to which I will return below, 
we see a defence of conservatism, an emphasis on the positive role of 
tradition and family, and even the importance of criticising abortion 
(Fendrych, 2013). However, his later texts repeatedly feature liberal-pro-
gressive themes such as the criticism of violence against women (Fend-
rych, 2021). 

The anti-communist element is particularly noteworthy here. Com-
munists and communist history were another Other that helped hold 
together the liberal-conservative consensus. As Croatian theorist Boris 
Buden wrote in the context of post-communist Yugoslavia, the critique 
of communism and its repressive secularisation of society reinforced the 
legitimacy of the Church and suggested something of a restoration of 
the original state of society in which the Church should have a natural 
role. This was legitimised through the anti-communist sentiment palpa-
ble even among representatives of more liberal politics. However, Buden 
argues that this not only reinstated God back into post-communist soci-
ety, but in even greater force than before. Efforts to correct the wrongs 
of the past regime have also problematised some secular Enlightenment 
positions. “The liberated god wants back more than the communists 
took from him,” summarises Buden (2013, p. 118).

The strong anti-communist position was retained in the Church’s rhet-
oric, but also explicitly in the discourse of church leaders, albeit in 
a  slightly different form. In the context of discussions surrounding 
church restitution, the similarities between the campaign of the Social 
Democrats and the practices of the Communist regime point to a strong 
liberal-conservative consensus. The vocabulary of church leaders thus 
widely corresponded to both the liberal and more conservative ends of 
the social spectrum.

Later, however, anti-communism and the associated criticism of 
a very vaguely defined totalitarianism took on a much different form 
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and function with Duka and other church leaders. Anti-communism was 
no longer primarily directed towards the past regime but was instead 
directed towards a certain form of liberalism. In response to a produc-
tion of the play Naše násilí a vaše násilí (Your Violence and Our Violence) 
by Oliver Frljić, Duka said, “What today’s neo-Marxists dare to do to 
religion and faith is something that not even totalitarian Nazi or commu-
nist ideology did” (Horák, 2018). 

The connection between totalitarianism and critiques of religion 
remains the same in both cases, though later critiques exhibited a fun-
damentally altered political discourse. In their study of anti-gender cam-
paigns in Poland, Agniezska Graff and Elzbieta Korolczuk (2022, p. 90) 
described how for the Polish Catholic clergy and ultraconservative activ-
ists, “gender ideology” had become the “equivalent of totalitarian ide-
ologies such as Stalinism and Nazism”.  Similarly, Duka’s anti-commu-
nism is no longer directed at the relics of the past regime but at alleged 
“neo-Marxists” and the decadent culture of the West.

Continuities or discontinuities?

The breakdown of the liberal-conservative consensus is particularly use-
ful in explaining how certain ideological continuities and discontinuities 
coexist in society. In the same way, the Church’s transition from an Other 
in public discourse to the subject of Othering can, to some extent, be 
understood as a rupture, but equally as two perspectives that could exist 
side by side or complement each other strategically.

In this respect, it is necessary to differentiate the Catholic Church’s rela-
tionship to its own minority status, as outlined above. Although the 
Church’s leaders had often articulated a respect for the plurality of Czech 
society and an awareness that the Church could not play a dominant role, 
it is questionable as to whether this reflected an authentic desire to be the 
biblical “salt of the earth”, and to what extent it was simply a virtue out of 
necessity and a realistic response to realising the limits of one’s own influ-
ence. In this respect, one must also consider that the Catholic Church is 
still the biggest Christian church in a privileged position.

The fact that Christianity is in some ways part of the Czech and Euro-
pean identity was occasionally pointed out even before Duka’s acces-
sion, for example in connection with discussions regarding the inclu-
sion of Christianity in the EU constitution, which took place in 2004. 
Although the Church was not very active in this regard and did not use 
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any aggressive vocabulary, the asserted need to base a European political 
project on Christian values was already voiced by Cardinal Vlk, who in 
2009 said that it was necessary to resist the spread of Islam in Europe and 
that the best weapon against this was “a programme of spiritual Chris-
tian renewal in Europe” (Holecová & Novák, 2009).

We must therefore take into account that at least for some members 
of the Catholic Church, the loss of its influence in society was also per-
ceived as a trauma, despite efforts to reframe the Church’s weakened 
position in society in a positive way. In this regard, Slačálek writes that 
the Church has become a “subordinated and unsatisfied part of liberal 
hegemony” (Slačálek, 2022, p. 192).  Moreover, the discourse of Church 
leaders in society and within the Church has often been varied and diver-
gent, as pointed out by Petr Kratochvíl, for example, in the context of 
the Catholic Church’s influence on Czech foreign policy. Kratochvíl dis-
tinguishes between the argumentative strategies of secularisation (not 
invoking specifically Christian but rather secular arguments and values) 
and ghettoisation (the use of a more explicitly religious vocabulary with-
in the Church) (Kratochvíl, 2010, pp. 61–62).

A detailed account of how the Catholic Church perceives its own 
minority position is a task beyond the scope of this chapter; neverthe-
less, the change in the discourse of Catholic Church leaders should not 
necessarily be viewed as a fundamental rethinking of their own ideas 
regarding the role of the Church in society. To some extent, it was a shift 
in the possibilities and also a transformation of the outward-directed dis-
course, which did not necessarily coincide with the dominant discourse 
within the Church.

The circumstances described above reveal that the gap between the 
perception of the Catholic Church as both a subject and object of Other-
ing cannot be essentialised, and no clear-cut boundary can be drawn that 
would signal the shift from one position to another. However, one can 
speak of a certain transformation, though it primarily concerns public 
discourse and how the Church was perceived by some of its (not nec-
essarily Catholic) supporters. The disconnect between the two types of 
political discourse on the subject of the Church, spurred by the break-
down of the liberal-conservative consensus, can perhaps best be evi-
denced by the actors who stuck to a more “liberal-cosmopolitan” line, 
launching them into unexpected conflict with the Church. 

One such example to help illustrate this shift is the case of Fendrych. 
The publicist was influenced by underground culture before 1989. After 
that year, he was named deputy at the Ministry of the Interior, and later 
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began to work as a journalist. The scene that he is associated with, as well 
as the content of his commentaries, link him quite clearly to the liberal 
and cosmopolitan current of Czech politics, strongly associated with the 
legacy of Václav Havel. It should also be acknowledged that Fendrych is 
a lifelong practicing Christian and member of the Evangelical Church of 
Czech Brethren (Paměť národa, n.d.).  

Back in 2014, Fendrych wrote a  text titled “Hated Churches Are 
Worth a Lot to the Czech Republic” (2014). In the text, he interprets 
the results of the census on church membership and circles back to the 
impact of the campaigns surrounding the law on the return of church 
property. He recalls that the left’s campaign against the Church was “dis-
gusting” and was a continuation of the previous regime’s “communist 
hate education” against the Church.  Fendrych portrays the Church as 
a minority that provides society with alternative values to “hedonism and 
consumerism”. Churches, Fendrych says, are a “different world from the 
one around them” because 

parish priests and priests keep repeating to the faithful, pouring into their 
heads and hearts over and over again that they are not worth more than others, 
that God loves all people equally, that the meaning of life is found in self-sac-
rifice, and similar theses that sound very strange and alien today (Fendrych, 
2014). 

In 2018, Fendrych responded to the controversy surrounding Piťha’s ser-
mon by supporting the young Catholic activist Anna Petani (Fendrych, 
2018). The latter, in protest against Duka’s support of Petr Piťha, knelt 
before him during his mass wearing only a bra and an inscription on 
her body that read: “Love for the truth” and “Why did you put a crown 
of thorns on them?” Fendrych called Piťha’s sermon “scandalous, pop-
ulist, totally un-Christian”. He described Petani as a representative and 
defender of the minorities on whom Piťha had placed a “crown of thorns” 
and a continuation of the legacy of the Velvet Revolution: 

Petani builds on the Velvet Revolution; she is of the same ilk as the students 
and other young people who also stood against the odds back then when an 
overwhelming minority stood up to totalitarian power.

Fendrych thus embodies the continuation of an anti-populist perspective 
that sees minorities and Others as worthy of protection from the negative 
sentiments of the majority, but also very much as bearers of virtue and an 
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alternative to the mainstream. What is paradoxical, of course, is the man-
ner in which this standpoint transforms how the Church is perceived. At 
first it is a virtuous minority, persecuted by the hatred of the Communist 
regime and the left; later, however, the leaders of the Church become 
representatives of “total power” against which the renewed spirit of the 
Velvet Revolution must rise up.

To illustrate that Fendrych is not an exception in this respect, let us 
recall Miroslav Kalousek, a  former KDU-ČSL politician and current 
member of the conservative-liberal TOP 09 party. One of the main archi-
tects of the law on church restitution, but also a defender of the role of 
the Catholic Church in Czech society, he parted ways politically with 
Duka in 2021 after Duka’s nomination of Lipovská, an opponent of pub-
lic broadcasting, to the Czech Television Council. In response to Lipov-
ská’s election, Kalousek tweeted to Duka: “Thanks to you I was proud 
to be a Catholic for decades. Because of you, I am now thinking about 
leaving the Catholic Church” (Lidovky.cz, 2020).

Transforming the situation of the Church:  
how to stop being the Other?

According to Martin Vaňáč, a Catholic theologian and one of Duka’s crit-
ics within the Church, Duka’s national-conservative policy is directly 
tied to the negotiation of the law on Church property. Vaňáč posits that 
Duka became close to political elites to ensure that the law would be 
passed, prompting him to continue seeking a common language with 
them (Vaňáč, 2017). Similarly, voices had already emerged from within 
the Church itself that the very ownership of billions of dollars of proper-
ty (i.e. “making them corporations”, see Protestant, 2012) would change 
how churches operate, or that such property would bolster the conser-
vative currents in the Catholic Church (Škabraha, 2012). Some priests 
anonymously commented that the shift of their salary payments from 
the hands of the state to the church hierarchy would only increase their 
dependence on the church leadership (Bedřich, 2017). Moreover, cer-
tain entrepreneurial intentions of the Catholic Church suggest that these 
fears were justified and hearken back to Buden’s analysis of neoliberal 
post-secularism in Croatia (Buden, 2015).

While this all certainly plays a role, I believe that Duka’s politics must 
be seen in a broader context. The passage of the law on church property 
and the separation of Church and State should thus be understood as 
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one of the events that helped symbolically bring the post-communist era 
to an end in the Czech Republic. Certainly, from the point of view of the 
Church, the symbolic, institutional, and economic implications of this 
law played a crucial role. However, the shift cannot be interpreted mono-
causally, but rather as part of the breakdown of the multi-layered hege-
monic formations associated with the conservative-liberal consensus.

Church restitution meant the resolution of economic and institution-
al issues associated with the state socialist regime, but it was also under-
stood as a form of moral compensation. The political and discursive 
conflict associated with restitution was framed primarily by its relation-
ship to the past. In this constellation, the Church itself was understood 
positively as the antithesis of the Communist regime and the injustices it 
embodied, while at the same time having a limited capacity to articulate 
its own vision of society. The approval of the church property law marked 
a new era for the Catholic Church’s position in Czech society. At the same 
time, the liberal-conservative hegemony, though essentially supportive of 
the Church, also set quite clear boundaries for the Church as a political 
entity, and thus began to crumble very quickly. 

The new situation posed certain risks for the Church but also present-
ed new opportunities to create its own politics and find a new place in 
society. Its standing in society could no longer rest on the moral laurels 
stemming from the Church’s persecution by the previous regime and the 
struggle for human rights by some priests and other Catholics. More-
over, since 1989, the Catholic Church (like the second and third biggest 
churches, the Evangelical Church of the Czech Brethren and the Czecho-
slovak Hussite Church) has faced a radical decline in membership and 
a shortage of new priests. It is in this context that Duka seems to have bet 
on a new strategy that is not directly dependent on the number of mem-
bers nor on narratives about the communist past. Like many churches in 
Eastern Europe, Duka has resolved to shift the emphasis from Christian-
ity to Christianism as a type of cultural identity to help reinforce national 
identity (Ort, 2017).

This strategy, heavily dependent on demonising images of Others, 
resonated with the rise of national-conservative populism outside the 
Church. The convergence was mutual. A case in point is Zeman, a secu-
lar politician previously critical of the return of church property, calling 
for a return to biblical values in the face of the “onslaught of Islamic 
fundamentalism” (Slačálek 2022, p. 195). A legislative imprint of this 
shift was the approval of Good Friday as a public holiday, which was 
similarly justified in the explanatory memorandum for the law’s passage 



172

on the grounds of “the onslaught of other identities asserting themselves 
in a barbaric and uncivilised manner” (Poslanecká sněmovna Parlamentu 
České republiky, 2015). 

Duka’s strategy seems to have helped the Catholic Church emerge 
from its position as a minority Other of Czech secular society, and make 
it at least a part, if not the exclusive source, of a newly formulated nation-
al or civilisational identity. The clash with the horizontally defined Other 
was then at least partly intended to help divert attention from the earli-
er populist attempts of ČSSD, which emphasised ties between Church 
elites and political and economic elites. This is particularly pertinent, 
given that this connection has since been strengthened in real terms.

However, this strategy faces a number of limits and obstacles and it 
is difficult to ascertain its level of success. The greatest threat, above all, 
is the Church’s clear identification with one side of the ongoing culture 
wars. As Slačálek wrote, the Catholic Church

tries to promote Christianity as the cultural basis for the whole society (or 
“civilisation”), but by promoting this idea, it must lose its political indepen-
dence and neutrality and side intensively with one political camp in that soci-
ety (Slačálek, 2022, p. 195).

A problem that Duka saw here pertained to the aforementioned position 
of the Catholic Church in the Czech national narrative. What is interest-
ing here is that in 2017, Duka initiated the creation of the Ecumenical 
Commission for 17th Century Church History, a period of violent re-Ca-
tholicisation and a key source of anti-Catholic sentiment in the Czech 
national narrative. According to Duka, the purpose of ecumenical coop-
eration should be “to seek what unites and not what divides” (Horák, 
2017). Despite the rhetoric of tolerance and reconciliation, it is closely 
linked to Catholic triumphalism, symbolised, for example, by the return 
of the Marian column to the centre of Prague. The column was erected 
after the Thirty Years’ War to commemorate the defeat of the Swedish 
armies, but it also symbolised the victory of Catholicism over Protestant 
heretics. During the revolutionary days of 1918, the column was torn 
down, and in 2020, after much lobbying by the Catholic Church and 
conservative activists, a replica was erected at its original site.

This move shows that Duka’s national-conservative rhetoric did not 
only passively mirror global anti-liberal trends, but also tried to creative-
ly overcome or at least neutralise specific local obstacles of the Catho-
lic Church, the most powerful Christian institution, in its endeavour to 
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better align with Czech nationalism. In doing so, Duka attempted to 
combine different kinds of discourse; while strengthening ties with the 
secular far-right, he emphasised the dangers associated with the Mus-
lim Other; at the same time, he tried to prevent ideological splits within 
the frontline Christian churches in his call to overcome their differences. 
Both strategies then had a common goal: to symbolically realign the 
Catholic Church into a position in which it did not figure as an Other, 
but rather as an established part of society.

In 2022, Jan Graubner became the new Archbishop of Prague. 
Although he too belongs to the conservative wing of the Czech Cath-
olic Church, he has not yet exhibited as aggressive a political style as 
Dominik Duka. His different political style certainly plays a role here. 
Time will tell just how much he will follow in the strategies set by his 
predecessor, and how successful he will be in this respect.

Conclusion

The case of the Roman Catholic Church in the Czech Republic reveals 
how crucial Othering is in the struggle to define one’s own identity and 
promote one’s own interests within it. Broadening the perspective to 
include the debate surrounding the law on church restitution also helps 
challenge the idea that this phenomenon only emerged in the public 
sphere after a series of anti-liberal turns in Eastern European, and to 
a large extent global, politics.

The Catholic Church has transitioned from a position in which it 
was forced to accept the role of a minority, albeit a protected minori-
ty, to a more offensive role, purporting to defend the majority identity 
against a range of minorities. It can be said that the Church has carved 
out a place in society where it has itself been a subject of ongoing Other-
ing by Othering other groups in society.

The liberal-democratic ideal of minority protection, as well as lib-
eral-conservative anti-communism, protected the Catholic Church from 
the anti-clerical populism of certain leftist factions, as well as some 
nationalistically inclined segments of society. This eventually manifested 
itself in the political success of the Catholic Church symbolised by the 
approval of the law on church property. The law put an end to questions 
about the relationship between the Church and society inherited from 
the previous regime, thus calling for a reframing of this relationship. 
Moreover, the breakdown of the liberal-conservative consensus created 
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a new domain in which the Church could operate. Under Duka’s lead-
ership, the Church became a subject of aggressive Othering directed 
against Islam, refugees, the LGBT+ community, so-called “gender ide-
ology”, and the decadent West as a whole. Through Christianity and its 
alliance with the national-conservative political scene, the Church has 
been vying to position itself in a more fundamental role in the construc-
tion of a common national identity.

However, the mobilisation of different types of images of Others 
who somehow deviate from the desired conception of society has played 
a role on almost all sides of the various conflicts. While the left-wing 
Social Democratic Party attempted to pit the Church against the majori-
ty of ordinary people, both the liberal and conservative right invoked the 
threat of communism, a vernacular that has remained firmly established 
in the repertoire of Catholic conservatives but has been newly associated 
with various types of progressive politics. Indeed, even Duka can oscil-
late between the rhetoric of conflict and reconciliation with the Other, as 
illustrated by the case of the ecumenical historical commission.

I believe that this fluidity and ambiguity of the different uses of 
Othering reveals the limits posed by the contrast between the formally 
conceived politics of tolerance for and conflict with the Other. Both of 
these highly morally charged but tenuous opposites often overlap in the 
necessary discussion of the forms of mutual coexistence. In this case, 
for example, it refers to the discussion about the relationship between 
the Church and Czech society, to which there have been no meaningful 
contributions from either side. Duka’s strategy of Christianism was thus 
facilitated by the demand from national-conservative politicians, but also 
to some extent by representatives of the liberal segment of the politi-
cal spectrum, who defended the Church as a victim of the Communist 
regime, but also as a victim of the populist Othering of the left. However, 
their moral defence of the Church offered no clearer contours of what 
role the Church should play in society.
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8. The More Others, the Merrier: 
The Cumulation of Others 
under the Empty Signifier  
of “Gender Ideology” in Czech  
Anti-Gender Discourse7

Eva Svatoňová

Introduction

Over the past decade, a global trend has emerged of attacks (both rhe-
torical and physical) on gender studies scholars, gender equality initia-
tives and NGOs, but also LGBT+ people and individual feminist activ-
ists (Graff & Korolczuk, 2022; Verloo, 2018; Kuhar & Paternotte, 2017). 
Throughout the 2010s, several countries across Europe observed mobil-
isations against the ratification of the Istanbul Convention8 and expan-
sion of LGBT+ rights, such as the right for lesbian and gay couples to get 
married or raise children. In Central Europe in particular, such politics 
took the most extreme forms. Poland made abortion almost inaccessi-
ble and introduced so-called LGBT-free zones; and Hungary prohibited 
the discussion of LGBT+ issues in schools, and banned the teaching of 
gender studies. Although Czechia is often perceived as a “latecomer” in 
the context of such an illiberal moralist turn (Datta, 2022 in Karásková 
Skoupá, 2022), the country’s politics did not evade this global anti-gender 
trend completely. In fact, anti-gender discourse has been gaining more 
traction lately, and anti-gender organisations in Czechia have become 

7	 Parts of this chapter are revised parts of my PhD dissertation. 
8	 The Istanbul Convention is a law on the prevention and combating of violence against women 

and domestic violence, adopted by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe on 
April 7, 2011. It entered into force on August 1, 2014. It constitutes a crucial development 
in the movement to combat gender-based violence, setting new legally binding standards 
in this area using a holistic approach. It covers many forms of violence against women, and 
identifies violence against women as a violation of human rights (Krizsán & Roggeband, 2021;  
McQuigg, 2017).
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a serious threat to Czech feminists and LGBT+ emancipatory projects 
as well as fundamental human rights. Though less prominent than in 
neighbouring countries, the Czech variation of anti-gender discourse, 
which began taking shape in 2010, eventually gained salience in 2018. 
That was the year it started boasting tangible results: the groups involved 
in anti-gender politics managed to hinder the ratification of the Istanbul 
Convention and successfully shelved the bill on same-sex marriage. Fur-
thermore, the movement’s discursive devices have become widespread. 
Today, “gender ideology” (the central nodal point of anti-gender dis-
course) is a household name (Hesová, 2020). 

This chapter scrutinises the development of Czech anti-gender 
discourse through the lenses of post-foundational discourse theory 
(Laclau & Mouffe, 2014 [1985]). It pays particular attention to how 
the rise of the actors involved in reproducing the anti-gender discourse 
has spurred a  rise in the number of antagonised Others. Hence, the 
chapter demonstrates how the growing number of actors involved in 
the anti-gender discursive coalition, which I—in line with the discourse 
theory—call the “anti-gender hegemonic project”, emptied the signifi-
er “gender ideology” of its original meaning. As a  result, the notion 
of “gender ideology” increasingly provides a common enemy, uniting 
people of different backgrounds and with different (and at times even 
contradictory) demands. The main objectives of this chapter are (1) to 
follow the genealogy of the Czech anti-gender discourse; (2) to iden-
tify the main actors involved in the dissemination of the discourse in 
the  Czech public sphere; and (3) to pinpoint the Others portrayed 
as  the representatives of “gender ideology”. Based on the analysis of 
data gathered from the NewtonMedia database, I argue that through-
out the 2010s, the Czech variation of anti-gender discourse was taking 
shape, accumulating different arguments, different kinds of enemies, 
as well as different discursive devices, communication styles and strat-
egies. As a result of this development, the anti-gender hegemonic proj-
ect was able to appeal to different audiences. I argue that this is the 
key feature which makes this discourse powerful.

This chapter begins with a brief historical overview mapping the con-
nection between the American Christian Right and its European allies. 
This is followed by an introduction of the theoretical framework and the 
methods used for data collection. The findings of the analysis are then 
presented. The chapter concludes with a discussion of how the discur-
sive interventions analysed here re-articulated the discursive and political 
landscape in Czechia.
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The American Christian Right goes East

In the 1990s, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, various people from 
the West started pouring into Russia and Central and Eastern Europe: 
economic consultants, policy advisors and businesspeople, but also reli-
gious missionary groups representing the so-called American Christian 
Right, such as the NGO Focus on the Family, anti-abortion groups, and 
other religious missionary groups. These groups primarily promoted 
their so-called “pro-family” agenda, i.e., anti-abortion and anti-LGBT+ 
politics, as they saw themselves as “warriors of culture wars”, originally 
a US phenomenon which spread to formerly communist countries after 
the end of the Cold War (Stoeckl, 2020, pp. 224–225). 

At this time, Allan Carlson, the president of the Howard Centre for 
Family, Religion and Society and a former Reagan National Commis-
sion on Children appointee, came to Moscow to hold a public lecture 
at Lomonosov Moscow State University. During his visit, he was invit-
ed to meet Ivan Shevchenko, a Russian Orthodox mystic and chair-
man of the Orthodox Brotherhood of Scientists and Specialists Tabor 
(Stoeckl, 2020, p. 225). Together, they brought the idea of a global con-
vention for social conservatives to fruition, and that is how the World 
Congress of Families (WCF) was born. Since the WCF was founded, 
it has functioned as an umbrella organisation uniting various groups 
with a so-called “pro-family” agenda and its numerous conferences have 
been attended by thousands, including political leaders such as Italian 
populist politician Matteo Salvini and former Hungarian Prime Minister 
Viktor Orbán. Interestingly enough the first WCF convention took place 
in Prague in 1997, with the help of Czech neoconservative think tank the 
Civic Institute (Občanský institut), an organisation which grew out of 
pre-revolutionary Catholic dissent promoting free market economy.

During the mid-1990s, this multifaith, transnational cooperation gave 
rise to new discursive devices, including the powerful notion of “gender 
ideology” which works as a combat concept (see Pavol Hardoš’s chapter 
in this volume). This notion emerged in part as a reaction to the main-
streaming of the concept of “gender” in the official rhetoric and reports 
of UN conferences (Baden & Goetz, 1997), namely the 1995 conference 
on Women in Beijing (Kuhar & Paternotte, 2017). As a response to the 
progressive trajectory of the UN, the self-identified “pro-family” organ-
isations belonging to the Christian Right movement allied themselves 
with the Vatican, but also with representatives of some fundamentalist 
Islamic countries such as Iran and Libya. The new strategy was to oppose 
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human rights and equality discourse and to repudiate the notion of “gen-
der” (Buss & Herman, 2003).

More than 25 years since the WCF was founded, it is becoming increas-
ingly clear that matters of sexual orientation and women’s rights have 
moved towards the centre of European political discourse, both on the left 
and right. Religious symbols in the public sphere, gay marriage, abortion 
rights and gender equality have all become subjects of the so-called cul-
ture wars (Barša, Hesová, & Slačálek, 2021; Hunter, 1992) and the polar-
isation of European societies. These developments have spurred a rise in 
“pro-family” organisations which claim to protect the “rights of the tradi-
tional family” in Europe. All these organisations share one common trait: 
they all claim that European elites impose an evil and dangerous “gender 
ideology” onto innocent citizens. The purported aim of this “ideology” is 
thus to destroy the institution of the traditional family. In many Europe-
an countries, these organisations have held protests against gay marriage, 
sex education, and the ratification of the Istanbul Convention. They also 
organise seemingly less contentious events such as workshops about “gen-
der ideology” and the Days for Marriage and Family—where women’s and 
LGBT+ rights can be protested in a family-friendly and celebratory fash-
ion—in various locations all around Europe, including Czechia.

Theory: Diffusion of anti-gender discourse 
and expansion of the hegemonic project

At the core of post-foundational discourse theory (Laclau & Mouffe, 
2014 [1985]) lies the idea that the meaning of all objects is dependent 
on the discourse which constitutes their identity (Howarth & Stavraka-
kis, 2000, p. 2). For instance, the Istanbul Convention could either be 
perceived through the lens of women’s rights activists as “a welcomed 
transnational tool helping individual states to tackle the issue of domes-
tic violence”;  or it can be seen as “a devilish contract, the aim of which is 
to abolish physiological differences between men and women”, as artic-
ulated by anti-gender activists. Both discourses are social and political 
constructions, which establish systems which produce subject positions 
with which social agents can identify (Laclau & Mouffe, 2014 [1985]).

According to the theory, there are two discursive operations through 
which actors can arrange a novel meaning: the articulation of difference and 
that of equivalence between the elements. The logic of difference constitutes 
the identity of every element as particular and separate, whereas the logic of 
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equivalence enables certain elements to be related together and form a col-
lective identity. Such chains of equivalence are held together by nodal points, 
i.e., certain ideas which work as privileged points of signification. In the 
mid-1990s, Ernesto Laclau advanced this theory by introducing a special 
type of nodal point which can hold the entirety of an equivalential unity 
together: empty signifier. Whereas the function of nodal points is to partial-
ly fix the meaning of practices, empty signifiers provide the symbolic means 
to represent these essentially incomplete orders. They literally incarnate the 
“absent fullness” of an essentially discursive system (Laclau, 2005).

To have any effect, each discourse strives for hegemony, predominance 
in the field of discursivity (Nonhoff, 2019). Such hegemony is not consti-
tuted in repression and domination but in the formulation of a political or 
ideological programme with which people can actively identify and invest 
in emotionally (Kølvraa, 2017, p. 96). Hegemony is then achieved when 
its overarching nodal point is adopted and actively reproduced by a large 
number of subjects. Throughout this adoption, the equivalential chain is 
extended. Finally, the process of linking different demands and uniting 
them under one encompassing demand leads to the formation of a hege-
monic project. In this chapter, I understand the hegemonic project as a dis-
cursive coalition between individual and collective subjects who adopt 
anti-gender discourse and contribute to its propagation. This means that 
a hegemonic project consisting of various groups and coalitions will have 
a higher chance of meeting the conditions of perceptibility (Nonhoff, 2019). 

One of the most important and, for this chapter crucial, observations 
is that this hegemonic project does not arise solely out of the ideological 
parallels of the involved groups. Instead, these groups are united in the 
hegemonic project so as to oppose their common enemy, or a more com-
plex formation of enemies, referred to in this book as Others (Nonhoff, 
2019). As this chapter will demonstrate, the innovators and adopters of 
the discourse often have very different goals and ideas about what the 
world should look like. However, they are able to overcome these dif-
ferences as they join forces and unify their various demands through 
a shared antagonism towards “gender ideology”. To describe this process 
of uniting against a common enemy, Laclau and Mouffe (2014 [1985]) 
introduce the concept of antagonism. This notion stresses the constitu-
tive role of negativity in political life: collective identity can only be con-
structed in opposition to the Other (Howarth, 2015, p. 10). Despite all 
groups openly targeting “gender ideology”, I maintain that each group 
in fact opposes a different Other, and that the emptiness of the concept 
of allows these groups to unite in one bloc.
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Finally, Yannis Stavrakakis (2000) argues that in order for an ideology 
or discourse to emerge, a feeling of a crisis, i.e. dislocation, needs to be 
evoked. Political actors thus often help construct a sense of crisis caused 
by the presence and intervention of an imaginary Other at a discursive 
level, construing it as a societal problem (Stavrakakis, 2000, p. 103).

As mentioned above, the discourse analysed in this chapter is not 
a Czech innovation. I thus combine post-foundational discourse theory 
with the theory of diffusion. Diffusion is described as the process by 
which an innovation spreads across members of a social system (Rog-
ers, 2003 [1995]). In social movement studies, this theory can help to 
understand how certain elements, such as tactics, symbols, issues, and 
outcomes, spread from one site to another (Kolins Givan, Roberts, & 
Soule, 2010, p. 1). Nevertheless, it is important to note that it is not 
simply a  “contagion” but rather a  strategic process in which “actors 
adopt and adapt foreign examples to make national and transnational 
claims and legal settings, build alliances, and exert pressure” (Rogge-
band, 2010, p. 19). In other words, diffusion is a creative and deliberate 
process, one that is marked by political learning, adaptation, and inno-
vation (Kolins Givan, Roberts, & Soule, 2010, p. 3). The combination 
of post-foundational theory and diffusion theory can be particularly 
fruitful here. Understanding the process of diffusion helps elucidate 
the expansion of the hegemonic project: the widespread adoption of 
the discourse across borders means that the actors who employ hege-
monic strategies have succeeded in securing hegemony in a  transna-
tional public sphere.

Diffusion theory typically distinguishes between four types of actors 
in the process of diffusion: (i) innovators, who tend to have connections 
outside of a given system and, due to these connections, introduce inno-
vations to the social system; (ii) early adopters, who help to legitimise the 
innovation in the eyes of other actors; (iii) later adopters, who slowly adopt 
the innovation, usually after careful deliberation; and (iv) non-adopters, 
who do not adopt the innovation. In the beginning, there are usually 
a few innovators who start using an innovation which then rises in pop-
ularity as early adopters begin to embrace the innovation (Kolins Givan, 
Roberts, & Soule, 2010, p. 8). 

In summary, this chapter combines post-foundational discourse the-
ory with diffusion theory and argues that the rise in adopters of anti-gen-
der discourse has simultaneously multiplied the number of so-called 
Others in the chain of equivalence, and consequently emptied the mean-
ing of the signifier “gender ideology”. 
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Tracing the expansion of the Czech anti-gender 
hegemonic project 

In order to monitor the genealogy of anti-gender discourse in the 
Czech public sphere, I used the Czech media database NewtonMedia, 
an archive of all articles published in the Czech media, both print 
and digital, since 1996. In order to find relevant articles, I started my 
search by looking up the keyword “gender ideology”. The first results 
for this keyword date back to 2010. The data collection thus target-
ed materials published between 2010 and 2018, which I  identified 
as the apex of this discourse. I analysed a  total of 368 articles. After 
identifying the actors who disseminated the discourse in the Czech 
public sphere, I looked up their websites and familiarised myself with 
their ideological backgrounds, which helped me to later interpret 
their subject positions and representations of Others in their political 
programmes. 

Furthermore, based on the content of the articles, I  was able to 
identify the discursive opportunities that the subjects attempted 
to exploit or construct as a dislocatory moment. The aim of this step 
was to ascertain the elements which emerged during each period. This 
allowed me to trace how the notion of “gender ideology” gradually 
became so overextended that it was emptied of its original meaning. 
By using the word “emptied”, I do not claim that the notion did not 
have any meaning at all. Rather, I claim that through the expansion 
of the hegemonic project, it acquired several, sometimes even contra-
dictory meanings.

Little by little the bird builds its nest

As the graph in Figure 2 demonstrates, the process through which the 
concept of “gender ideology” was established spanned approximately 
one decade. The early adopters were very few and used it sparingly. 
The number of adopters increased after 2013 when the Euromaidan 
crisis unravelled, and the interventions of pro-Russian propaganda 
emerged in the European public sphere via conspiracy websites mas-
querading as alternative news. Finally, the notion of “gender ideolo-
gy” became established around 2018 when the Czech Catholic Church 
inserted itself into the discursive coalition and managed to incite mor-
al panic.
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Early adopters: neo-liberal variation of the discourse

In 2010, the concept of “gender ideology” started emerging in the Czech 
media. In April 2010 the Czech Ministry of Education presented a plan to 
introduce sex education in elementary schools (Bláhovcová, 2010). This 
was met with resistance from a group of parents called the Committee for 
the Protection of Parental Rights (Výbor na ochranu rodičovských práv). 
Together with the support of 150 priests and the Czech pro-life move-
ment, this committee drafted and filed a petition against the education 
reform signed by seven thousand people (Bláhovcová, 2010). In August, 
they published a statement on the right-wing platform euportal.cz. The 
headline read “Sex Education Leads to Deviation and Pornography, and 
It Is Paid for with Our Money” (Committee on Protection of Parental 
Rights, 2010). 

As Janice Irvine (2002, 2000) pointed out, sex education has always 
been used by conservative moral entrepreneurs to construct a crisis of 
moral values, a crisis which their discourse needs in order to thrive (see 
the theoretical section). Such a crisis is often created by portraying inno-
cent children as sexualised and deprived of their childhood. In Czechia, 
this debate followed the same trajectory: sex education was accused of 
“aggressive disrespect towards children’s intimacy”, “bullying of well-
raised and sensitive children”, “forcing children to be vulgar and ruining 
their natural modesty”, and “promoting autoeroticism [among children] 
and, thus, rampant individualism” (Committee on Protection of Paren-
tal Rights, 2010). “Gender ideology” was, according to the committee, 
the ideological driving force of the teacher’s guides. Until then, “gender 
ideology” had been a term unknown to the majority of the Czech popu-
lation. This was thus the first articulation in which it emerged as a nod-
al point equivalated with ideas of “demoralising children”, “violating 
parent’s rights”, “individualism”, and “disrespecting nature”. The Others 
represented by “gender ideology” here were the supposedly “progressive 
experts”, most likely those with a gender studies background, who stood 
behind the creation of the methodological guide.

In fact, the guide was a compilation of contributions from diverse 
groups of people, including experts from various disciplines, school 
headmasters and teachers, and it offered advice and suggestions on how 
to approach sex education. The aim was to provide an interdisciplin-
ary perspective on the matter including the social, psychological, ethi-
cal, and biological aspects, leaving it up to the individual teachers and 
schools to decide how it would be implemented (Bláhovcová, 2010).
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In the following years, the notion of “gender ideology” would appear 
mostly in texts written by people associated with the Civic Institute, the 
very institution which helped to organise the first WFC conference in 
1997. The Civic Institute was the product of pre-revolution Christian 
conservative dissent, centred around the figures of Pavel Bratinka and 
Daniel Kroupa—Catholic intellectuals from Prague, admirers of Ameri-
can neo-conservativism and free market thinkers—who founded the think 
tank in November 1989 (Roubal, 2015; Znoj, 2015). After the revolution, 
they joined forces with neoliberal economists to form a small party called 
the Civic Democratic Alliance (Občanská demokratická aliance, ODA) 
based on their anti-communist views. Their plan was to safeguard against 
the return of communism by implementing radical neoliberal policies 
(Roubal, 2015). Today, the think tank’s website presents their goals as 
the promotion of “values of classical liberalism and Anglo-Saxon con-
servatism”. Its main themes are “politics of security”, “family politics”, 
and “radical Islam” (Občanský institut, n.d.), equating the terms “secu-
rity”, “family”, and “Christianity”. Hence “security”, the central pillar of 
their conservative thinking, is pitted against “threat”, represented by the 
Other. The Other is represented by both “gender ideology” and “Islam”. 

It is worth nothing that the people from the Committee for the Pro-
tection of Parental Rights had ideological and personal ties to the Civic 
Institute, indicating that the group of early adopters was an ideological-
ly homogeneous and well-connected group of people. For these early 
adopters, the Other responsible for spreading “gender ideology” referred 
to experts in gender studies, and their findings were described as “unnat-
ural” (Committee on Protection of Parental Rights, 2010), “extremist” 
(blesk.cz, 2011), “against biology”, and “neo-Marxist” (Zrno, 2013) as 
well as a “nonsensical construct” (Joch, 2014). Their interventions slowly 
started rearranging the discursive landscape. 

Late adopters: the pro-Russian variation of the discourse

The impetus for the emergence of “gender ideology” as a core nodal 
point also came from a perhaps less obvious place. Other traces of the 
discourse were detected in the letters and speeches of the Ukraine-based 
religious group Byzantine Catholic Patriarchate (BCP), also known as 
the Dognalist sect (Kobryn, Lyovkina, & Khrystokin, 2020). BCP was 
founded by former Catholic priests from Czechia who were excommuni-
cated from the Catholic Church by Vatican authorities in 2008 (iDnes.cz, 
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2016) after they accused the Catholic Church of being too removed from 
true Christianity, and claimed their followers to be the only true believ-
ers. In line with their reasoning, they nominated themselves as bishops 
without the Vatican’s official approval and named their main patriarch, 
Father Eliáš, Pope. Originally, BCP was based in Lviv, Ukraine. How-
ever, in June 2015 a Ukrainian police commando broke into the cloister 
and arrested some of the sect’s members. The group was banned, exiled 
from the country, and labelled a radical sect (risu.ua, 2011). Eventual-
ly, the group became marginalised and gradually disappeared from the 
Ukrainian public sphere (Kobryn, Lyovkina, & Khrystokin, 2020). How-
ever, this group is important for the Czech context as the mass emails it 
sent out inspired a group of citizens to found the grassroots organisation 
Traditional Family, which radicalised Czech discourse.

In general, BCP presents itself as the successor to the underground 
Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, and the last bastion of Christian civil-
isation upholding traditional values. The group runs its own websites, 
posting articles and public letters addressed to different authorities in 
eight different languages: Ukrainian, Russian, Italian, Spanish, English, 
French, Polish, and Czech. The content of these letters is mostly pro-Rus-
sian propaganda and their discourse rests on the division between the 
“evil West” and “good, morally pure Russia” (risu.ua, 2011).

In BCP’s discourse the Other, signified by “gender ideology”, is not 
only gender studies, but also the EU, the UN, and the West in general. 
It accuses the West of sullying the healthy roots of European civilisation 
and all moral values. According to them, the EU prioritises “perverted 
homosexuality”, implements “juvenile justice” and the “sex anti-educa-
tion of children”, “legalises narcotics and euthanasia”, and has “the mass 
destruction of people” as its ultimate goal (BCP, 2013). In fact, the tim-
ing of the emergence of BCP, i.e., during the Euromaidan crisis, suggests 
that its main goal was to spread pro-Russian propaganda and convince 
their Ukrainian followers to protest against the EU–Ukraine Association 
Agreement, in a bid to generate support for former Ukrainian president 
Viktor Yanukovych and incite unrest against the Euromaidan demonstra-
tions. To do so, they capitalised on the conspiracy theory associated with 
juvenile justice: they warned that if Ukraine joined the EU, Ukrainian 
parents would start losing their own children. 

After 2014, similar conspiracy theories made their way to the Czech 
public sphere—owing in part to the activities of BCP. The channels 
that helped to diffuse these theories were “disinformation” websites 
(Smoleňová, 2016) and personal blogs of figures associated with the 
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Czech far-right scene. At this point, new names started cropping up in 
the battle against “gender”.  Among the most prominent authors was 
Michal Semín, a former member and chairperson of the Civic Institute 
and later founder of the far-right, nationalist organisation for “traditional 
family values”, Action ENOUGH (Akce D.O.S.T.) (Akce D.O.S.T., 2010).

During this period, a slight shift in the discourse became evident: 
Russia was articulated as an important player in the war against the 
“degenerate West”. However, Russia did not only serve as a discursive 
element; Alexey Komov, a prominent figure in Russian anti-gender pol-
itics, personally attended an event organised by Action ENOUGH. The 
event’s speakers also included Radim Ucháč, leader of the Czech pro-life 
movement, as well as representatives of the Slovak organisation Alliance 
for Family (Semín, 2015).9 As a result, Czech anti-gender discourse no 
longer revolved exclusively around neoliberal ideology. Instead, Russia 
became established as an element in the “pro-family” equivalential chain 
and was touted as the saviour of conservative values.

The year 2015 marked another change: the term “gender ideology” 
was used in mainstream Czech politics for the very first time, with two 
ministers from the Christian Democratic Party (KDU-ČSL) invoking it 
so as to prevent Czechia from signing the Istanbul Convention. In a joint 
letter written by Minister of Agriculture Marian Jurečka, and Deputy 
Minister of Science, Research, and Innovation Pavel Bělobrádek, they 
claimed that the convention entailed aspects of “gender ideology” and, 
as such, was an instrument of the culture wars (Česká justice, 2015). As 
Christian Democrats, both Jurečka and Bělobrádek introduced a reli-
gious perspective to the discourse. Within religious rhetoric the Other, 
signified by “gender ideology”, is dangerous because of its purported 
antagonism against God’s order.

Furthermore, due to the “refugee crisis” that begun that year, the 
“gender ideology” nodal point was further extended to the element of 
Islam. Czech anti-Islam activists and authors thus also adopted and 
exploited anti-gender discourse, thereby causing the number of conspir-
acy articles to skyrocket. The concept of “gender ideology” emerged in 
articles with headlines such as “Islamic Fundamentalism and Gender 
Ideology Are the Twin Evils of Modern Times” (Čadil, 2015); “The Sit-
uation in Europe is Getting Worse Every Day: Islam Stops Hiding that 
It Wants to Rule Here” (Vylíčil, 2015); “Why Feminists Do Not Mind 

9	 https://www.alianciazarodinu.sk
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Islam, but Trump?” (Semín, 2017); “Sharia, Gender, and Homosexu-
ality: The Paradoxes of the Degraded West.” (Poledník, 2017) and “The 
Most Dangerous Type of Politician: Feminist-Jihadist Justin Trudeau” 
(Poledník, 2017). This context paved the way for the “Great Replace-
ment” conspiracy theory (Krouwel & van Prooijen, 2021): “gender ide-
ology” was accused of destroying the traditional family and impeding 
the growth of the European population, which was to be replaced by 
Muslims (Vylíčil, 2015). 

An important topic in the pro-Russian variation of the discourse was 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, referred to instead as 
“juvenile justice” in anti-gender discourse. In a Czech context juvenile 
justice, often featured in the texts of BCP, had previously only appeared 
in the dark recesses of the Czech internet. A good example is Libor Ser-
afim Halík, a Czech Catholic priest based in Brno, well-known for his 
militant pro-life and anti-immigrant activism (iDnes.cz/WIKI, n.d.). 
Halík started extensively covering juvenile justice on the website glo-
ria.tv (Halík, 2008), which eventually turned into a hub for videos and 
articles on the topic. However, the issue was later also adopted by some 
mainstream politicians. Among the most visible were Tomáš Zdechovský, 
a member of the European Parliament and the Christian Democratic 
Party (Křesťanská a demokratická unie—Československá strana lidová, 
KDU-ČSL), Jitka Chalánková, a member of centre-right party TOP 09, 
and—with a little delay—Tomio Okamura, the leader of Czech far-right 
populist party Freedom and Democracy (Svoboda a přímá demokracie, 
SPD). 

Over the years the conspiracy theories have evolved into a complex 
narrative in which European elites are accused of impeding population 
growth in Europe, by promoting homosexuality among white people 
and accepting refugees from North Africa and the Middle East to replace 
them—a conspiracy theory also known as the “Great Replacement Theo-
ry” or “white genocide”. In his chapter, Hardoš points out that conspir-
acy theories can serve as political propaganda as their aim is to delegiti-
mise and demonise opponents. In fact, the conspiracy theory genre can 
serve as a textbook example of an equivalential chain. To put it bluntly, it 
tells a story that claims that everything “bad” is connected to everything 
else that is also “bad”. As Önnerfors and Krouwel (2021) stated: “the 
Radical Right narrative of European decline and destruction brought 
about by a cabal of internal and external enemies, most prominently lib-
erals, cultural Marxist and gender ideology proponents” (p. 13). There-
fore, the notion of “gender ideology” here signifies a much bigger and 
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more dangerous Other than scholars of gender studies. Here, the Other 
is a powerful transnational elite, often identified as Jewish due to the 
presence of Judith Butler, who is portrayed as the intellectual mother of 
the ideology, and George Soros, portrayed as the financial engine behind 
the conspiracy to completely annihilate the white race (Kalmar, 2020; 
Kalmar, Stevens, & Worby, 2018).

Later adopters: Catholic variation of the discourse

Finally, in the second half of the decade the Czech Catholic Church 
adopted the discourse and participated in its dissemination, lending it 
credence by exploiting the Church’s position as an official religious insti-
tution (for the Catholic Church’s role in Othering, see Jakub Ort’s chapter 
in this volume). First, parallels were drawn between “Muslim refugees”, 
“gender ideology”, and an “oppressed majority” in a speech delivered by 
the Czech Archbishop Dominik Duka. On September 28, 2017 he held 
a special church service celebrating the Czech martyr Saint Wenceslas. 
The choice of this particular holiday was not a coincidence. Wenceslas, 
a martyr killed by his own brother around the year 930, is often depicted 
as a witness of Christ’s truth in Czech national consciousness. According 
to legend, Wenceslas is one of the Czech knights who sleeps beneath 
Blaník Mountain in Central Bohemia, awaiting the moment when he will 
rise and return to save the nation from its enemies (Holy, 1996, p. 35). 

One of the main themes that emerged from the speech was that Cath-
olic Christians were being “silenced” and “excluded from the nation” 
(Outrata, 2017). Duka prayed both for refugees to have enough strength 
and courage to return to their homelands and “become the hope of their 
nations and restore their countries”, and for bishops, priests, and all 
Christians “to have the courage to oppose destructive gender theories 
and protect the natural law of creation” (Duka in Outrata, 2017). This 
moment is important because Duka, as the supreme representative of the 
Czech Catholic Church, embodied the official position of the Church. 
The Catholic Church thus slowly started becoming the religious voice of 
opposition to “gender”, allowing religious elements to gradually make 
their way into the equivalential chain. These new elements were discur-
sively tied to well-established themes. 

The same year, the controversial (mis)interpretation of the Istanbul 
Convention started gaining more and more traction in the public sphere. 
On September 27, 2017, the daily Lidové noviny published a piece titled 
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“I Am Against Both Violence and the Istanbul Convention”, written by 
Tomáš Zdechovský. His involvement in the issue is important: due to 
his ties to the case of Eva Michaláková, whose children were taken away 
by authorities in Norway (Barnvernet), he was able to bolster the link 
between the Istanbul Convention and the kidnapping of children.

In comparison to previous years, the number of articles which ref-
erenced “gender ideology” tripled in 2018. Official institutions, such as 
the Catholic Church and KDU-ČSL, became more active in the battle 
against “gender ideology”. That year, in addition to the usual alterna-
tive, disinformation media and right-leaning mainstream media that had 
featured the subject of “gender ideology” in previous years, the topic 
also emerged in Catholic Weekly (Katolický týdeník) and on the official 
KDU-ČSL website. 

The discourse also proved fruitful, and its interventions reaped suc-
cess in mainstream politics. In March 2018, Czech Prime Minister Andrej 
Babiš met with representatives of the feminist NGO Czech Women’s Lob-
by and pledged that the Istanbul Convention would be ratified by the 
end of the year. Nine months later, in December 2018, the online media 
outlet novinky.cz published an interview with Babiš after the Czech 
Chamber of Deputies had received two petitions from anti-gender activ-
ists opposing the ratification of the Istanbul Convention. At this point, 
Babiš no longer supported the convention (Wirnitzer, 2018). He stated, 
“I believe that we have enough laws that protect women from violence. 
Therefore, I am convinced that we do not need another convention that 
is not even binding” (Babiš, 2018 in Wirnitzer, 2018).

The prime minister’s change of heart demonstrates that, while the 
issue of juvenile justice opened up a discursive opportunity for anti-gen-
der discourse to enter the Czech public sphere, the trajectory of the 
Istanbul Convention’s ratification proceedings can be seen as the first 
real victory of the anti-gender camp in Czechia, and as an effective tool 
for intervening in mainstream politics.

Throughout 2018, some moments proved crucial in the development 
of the debate. At the beginning of the year, many opponents of the 
convention tied it to the #MeToo campaign. For instance, on March 16 
the Czech Bar Association organised a conference titled “MeToo from the 
Perspective of the Law” (Venclík, 2018). The speakers consisted mostly 
of men with conservative opinions, including the self-proclaimed “right-
wing sociologist” and anti-Islam activist Petr Hampl. The Istanbul Con-
vention was often accused of giving women the opportunity to falsely 
accuse men of domestic violence. Within this context, “gender ideology” 
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started signifying the Other in the form of angry, frustrated women who 
use “sexual harassment” as a tool to destroy the careers of men who hurt 
their feelings or egos.

April 2018 marked a pivotal moment. On April 9 and 10, the Czech 
and Slovak Conference of Bishops convened in Nitra, Slovakia to discuss 
the Istanbul Convention (cirkev.cz, 2018). In Slovakia, the campaigns 
against “gender ideology” were already much more salient as they had 
started gaining exposure roughly five years earlier in 2013 (Valkovičová, 
2017; see also Hardoš’s chapter). After the conference, the Czech Cath-
olic Church launched an intense campaign. A month later, on May 13, 
the Czech Bishops’ Conference published its first pastoral letter on both 
the issue of the Istanbul Convention and that of “gender ideology”, and 
it was read in all churches across the country. In the letter, the bishops 
drew on the Vatican’s notion of complementarity, a concept introduced 
by Pope John Paul II in reaction to the increased involvement of wom-
en in public life (Case, 2019). They claimed that “men and women are 
different but equal in their dignity” (Czech Bishops’ Conference, 2018), 
indicating that the Istanbul Convention was negating the physiological 
differences between men and women. 

Other, less religiously inspired texts published during this period 
portrayed Central European leaders as symbols of resistance to “gender 
ideology”. During this period, the politics of Central European author-
itarianism, represented by Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán and 
the Polish ruling party Law and Order (PiS), served as models for the 
Czech actors who present themselves as adversaries of “gender ideol-
ogy” within the EU.10 Ivan Kalmar (2022) maintains that the illiberal-
ism of the Visegrad group’s politics was a misdirected reaction to the 
region’s position in the global hierarchy of power and their collective 
revolt against “Brussels”, a manifestation of their dissatisfaction with 
Central Europe’s treatment by the West. In the context of global capi-
talism, Central Europe functioned as a periphery which provided cheap 
labour, rendering it a captive market for goods in the core regions of the 
European Union (Kuhar & Paternotte, 2017). At the same time, the Cen-
tral European leaders who use anti-gender discourse often promote neo-
liberal economies. In this light, it appears that anti-gender discourse is 
used to evoke emotions and mobilise people to support certain political 

10	 For example, in June 2021 alone the European Commission launched 16 different probes into 
Poland and Hungary’s conduct in relation to social justice and human rights (Kalmar, 2022).
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projects based on a “post-neoliberal regime, merging authoritarianism, 
racist and patriarchal nationalism, clientelism, and partial neoliberaliza-
tion” (Geva, 2021). As Stuart Shields (2021) argues, populism in Cen-
tral Europe—an inherent aspect of which is the opposition to gender 
and LGBT+ rights—can be interpreted as a project aimed at safeguard-
ing neoliberalism and ensuring its resilience in the face of alternative 
policies.

To summarise the importance of the signifier of “Central Europe” in 
anti-gender discourse: it equivalentially ties together the ideas of “con-
servatism”, “law and order”, and “firm-hand leadership”—and is pitted in 
opposition to “the EU”, united around the equivalence of “cultural liber-
alism” and “weak government”. The idea of “Central Europe” was espe-
cially embraced by some Czech patriots, as it elevated the nation’s role: it 
functioned as a “bridge between the East and the West” (Palacký in Bug-
ge, 1999, p. 20). Throughout the years, the concept of Central Europe 
started being defined in opposition to Eastern Europe, which is often 
portrayed as an underdeveloped region characterised by its backward-
ness. Central Europe, on the other hand, has a positive ring to it and is 
often associated with a distinctive cultural space. This articulation of 
Central Europe in opposition to the West was a strategic move: unlike 
Russia, which represents a former oppressor with whom the Czech peo-
ple do not like to be associated, the idea of Central Europe carries posi-
tive associations which invite emotional investment. 

On July 10, 2018, representatives of various Czech churches, once 
again including the Catholic Church, sent a joint letter to Parliament 
asking the deputies not to ratify the Istanbul Convention, which they 
condemned as an ideological document (Moravsko-slezská křesťanská 
akademie, 2018).

However, the most important intervention of anti-gender discourse 
in Czechia did not come from the neoliberals but from the Czech Cath-
olic Church. Exactly a year after Duka’s controversial Saint Wenceslas 
church service, Catholic priest and former Minister of Education Petr 
Piťha revisited the theme of “gender ideology” in his sermon commemo-
rating Wenceslas. During his speech, Piťha claimed the following:

Freedom either exists, and then all other types of freedom naturally evolve 
from it, or it does not exist and then there is no freedom at all. Due to the 
Istanbul Convention and pressure groups such as “gender lobbyists” and 
“homo lobbyists”, there will be no freedom. […] Your families will be torn 
apart and dispersed. […] They will kidnap your kids and they will never tell 
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you where they have hidden them, to whom they have sold them and where 
they have imprisoned them. And all that just because of a false accusation 
(Piťha in Svatoňová, 2019).

This intervention, in which the Other was portrayed as a “homo lob-
by” and “gender lobby”, referring to NGOs that address women’s and 
LGBT+ rights, was a transformative moment. His unconventional speech 
garnered considerable media attention and triggered a public debate (see 
also Ort’s chapter in this monograph). As I have argued elsewhere (Sva-
toňová, 2021), it was a deliberate strategy of scaremongering intended 
to incite moral panic so as to better mobilise the public. However, these 
extreme statements also gained significant traction in the media and put 
“gender ideology” in the spotlight. In October 2018, coverage of the 
Istanbul Convention was ten times higher than in the previous month 
(from 68 times to 670 times). 

The case received even more attention after the Czech Women’s Lob-
by, or “gender lobbyists” as Piťha called them, filed a  police report 
against Piťha for scaremongering (iDnes.cz, 2018). The anti-gender camp 
capitalised on this incident in a bid to reinforce the element of totality in 
anti-gender discourse, as reflected in the titles of online articles such as 
“Do Feminists Want to Follow the Example of Communists and Perse-
cute a Priest for Having a Different Opinion?” (Zdechovský, 2018) and 
“Neo-Marxists Are Afraid That They Will Not Manage to Establish Their 
Totalitarian Dictatorship” (Čermák, 2018). 

After Piťha was reported to the authorities, he was elevated to the 
position of martyr in Czech anti-gender discourse. For instance, Václav 
Klaus, Jr., the leader of the nationalist, far-right party Tricolour (Tri-
kolóra), drew a parallel between Piťha’s case and that of Josef Toufar. 
A Catholic priest, Toufar was tortured to death by the communist-era 
secret police (the StB) after members of his congregation claimed they 
saw a miracle during Toufar’s  sermon in 1950 (Petráček, 2016). This 
occurred during Czechoslovakia’s most brutal period of communist rule. 
Klaus, Jr. compared Piťha’s situation to the Stalinist regime of the 1950s, 
pointing to the similarities between Marxism and what he called the new 
cultural Marxism:

Both brain-sick and totalitarian ideologies—Marxism and the new cultural 
Marxism—are absolutely outraged because a priest’s preaching in church dif-
fers from their ideology. Both would like to send the priest to prison to stop 
him from influencing the public and punish him (Klaus ml., 2018).
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Indeed, the strategy of constructing a dislocatory moment, or crisis, 
was successful: whereas in the first nine months of 2018, the concept 
of “gender ideology” was referenced 45 times in Czech media, in the 
last three months of the year it made 63 appearances. As Ferruh Yilmaz 
(2016) demonstrates, the intentional construction of a crisis can be a very 
useful tool for expanding hegemonic projects.

On November 8, 2018, Czech President Miloš Zeman entered the 
debate by offering his own perspective on the matter as the frequent 
guest of a commercial television programme. Given the populist nature 
of his politics, he surprised the audience by not vehemently attacking the 
Istanbul Convention. Instead, he engaged in femonationalist argumen-
tation—instrumentalising women’s rights in order to stigmatise Muslim 
immigrants (Farris, 2017). Zeman claimed that the convention would 
be a perfect tool for taking action on these issues in Islamic countries 
(novinky.cz, 2018). Although initially he did not reject the convention, 
Zeman eventually expressed his support for Piťha and his populist 
speech: he wanted to award him with a state honour in 2019, but Piťha 
refused to accept (denikn.cz, 2019). 

In the meantime, campaigns against “gender ideology” started emerg-
ing on social media. The Facebook pages were run by civic organisations 
such as Angry Mothers, Czech Traditional Family, Alliance for Family 
and Slovak Convention for Family. These campaigns took a slightly dif-
ferent turn. The fact that these activists operated on social media marked 
a shift in the style of communication: the campaigns were often DIY, 
meme-based, and aesthetically alt-right, frequently containing humour 
designed to humiliate both feminist activists and members of sexual 
minorities (Nagle, 2017). As such campaigns aim to elicit reactions, the 
language used was emotionally charged. They tended to appeal to peo-
ple’s moral values and used diverse strategies to generate different types 
of emotions, including irony, ridicule, expressions of anger, and a sense of 
injustice towards the “discriminated majority”. For instance, as I have 
shown elsewhere (Svatoňová, 2021), one of the most frequent reactions on 
the Facebook page “Anti-Feminist Strike” was that of laughter. Humour 
thus played a crucial role in these social media campaigns, serving as the 
primary strategy for ridiculing the targeted opponents. These campaigns 
helped to take religion out of the discourse, introduced new elements, and 
diversified the communication style. Instead of celebrating God’s creation 
of man and woman, these activists relied on a tabloid style and savvy lan-
guage in which they portrayed feminists and LGBT+ people as “decadent 
perverts” vying to deprive children of their biological parents.
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Conclusion

In this chapter, I explained the shifts in the Czech variation of anti-gen-
der discourse and demonstrated how the interventions of certain actors 
re-articulated the identity of the “feminist Other” in an even more radical 
way: as someone whose ultimate goal is to steal children from their par-
ents and also bring about the end of the white race. I put forth that this 
re-articulation stemmed from the diffusion of “anti-gender discourse”, 
originally a product of the American Christian Right, Vatican, and Rus-
sian ultraconservatives. The main argument of this chapter was that the 
rise in adopters of anti-gender discourse helped to disseminate it among 
different audiences and thus create a specific type of Other for each tar-
get group.

In summary, anti-gender discourse was first adopted by neo-liberal 
intellectuals from circles associated with the Civic Institute, a product 
of pre-revolutionary Catholic dissent. However, around 2013 a new vari-
ation of the discourse started being diffused within the Czech public 
sphere. This variation was heavily influenced by pro-Russian propa-
ganda, took the shape of conspiracy theories, and was mostly diffused 
through disinformation and the far-right scene. It introduced new ele-
ments such as “Islam” and the “degenerated West” into the equivalen-
tial chain. Finally, the Czech Catholic Church joined the battle against 
“gender ideology”. Its active involvement brought forth a different style 
and a religious line of argumentation, and also helped to mainstream 
the discourse.

In other words, I maintain that the influence of this diverse coalition 
of actors and their ability to connect crucial discursive elements trans-
formed the meaning of feminism from something that problematises 
gender stereotypes—a potentially uncomfortable idea albeit not danger-
ous or evil—into a totalitarian mechanism of child abduction. This was 
a conscious strategy of the actors involved. The aim was to displace the 
rhetorical terms of the debate and rearticulate the situation using a new 
configuration. 

In order for this discourse to resonate, a feeling of crisis had to be 
constructed. This crisis was articulated as a crisis of family. This was 
a particularly important move for appealing to an economically strug-
gling demographic who had started expressing their rising dissatis-
faction with the post-revolution climate, and who criticised the harsh 
neo-liberal capitalism introduced to Czechia after 1989. This audience in 
particular felt displaced due to the failure and subversion of the system 



198

of representation (Stavrakakis, 2000). In reality, some of those involved 
in the hegemonic project used anti-gender discourse to attack the right-
wing neoliberal agenda promoted by the people affiliated with Civic 
Institute, though they were involved in the very same project. These find-
ings support the core argument of post-foundational discourse theory, 
which posits that the field of social identities is a field of floating signi-
fiers and that total fixity can never be achieved (Laclau & Mouffe, 2014 
[1985]). The power of this particular project lies in its ability to convince 
people to identify with the subject position it articulates, despite being 
in direct contradiction to some of their core beliefs, actual lifestyle or 
material needs.
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Čadil, M. (2015). Islámský fundamentalismus a genderová ideologie jako dvojí zlo dnešní 
doby. iDnes.cz – blog, 15. 10. 2015.

Case, M. A. (2019). Trans formations in the Vatican’s war on “gender ideology”. Signs: Jour-
nal of Woman in Culture and Society, 44(3), 639–664. https://doi.org/10.1086/701498

Čermák, L. (2018). Neomarxisté mají tarch, že se jim tu nepodaří nastolit jejich nová totalit-
ní diktatura. iDnes.cz – blog, 12. 10. 2018. Available at: https://liborcermak.blog.idnes.cz 
/blog.aspx?c=682845.

Česká justice. (2015). Genderová zvěrstva v právu: Příliš silná káva pro KDU-ČSL. Česká jus-
tice, 23 12. 2015. Available at: https://www.ceska-justice.cz/2015/12/genderova-zverstva 
-v-pravu-prilis-silna-kava-pro-kdu-csl/.

Cirkev.cz. (2018). Čeští a slovenští biskupové společně zasedali v Nitře. O Bezákovi se nezmiňují.  
Christnet.eu, 19. 4. 2018. Available at: https://www.christnet.eu/zpravy/29078/cesti 
_a_slovensti_biskupove_spolecne_zasedali_v_nitre_o_bezakovi_se_nezminuji.url.

Committee on Protection of Parental Rights. (2010). Školní sexuální výchova k deviaci a k por-
nografii za naše peníze. Euportal.cz, 8. 8. 2010. Available at: http://www.euportal.cz/Articles 
/6374-skolni-sexualni-vychova-k-deviaci-a-k-pornografii-za-nasepenize.aspx.



199

Czech Bishops’ Conference. (2018). Společný list biskupů českých a moravských diecézí ke 
schvalování tzv. Istanbulské úmluvy. In: J. Koníček, Istanbulská úmluva v konfrontaci a dia-
logu (pp. 6–8). Olomouc: Moravsko-slezská křesťanská akademie. Available at: https://
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9. “Gender ideology” Conspiracism*

Pavol Hardoš

Introduction

In 2018, Slovakia’s  ratification process for “The Council of Europe 
Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and 
domestic violence” (hereafter The Istanbul Convention) became the 
focal point of a moral panic, at the centre of which was the fear of “gen-
der ideology”. One of the leading opponents of the convention, priest 
Marián Kuffa, dubbed the Istanbul Convention a Trojan horse planted 
by corrupt elites from Brussels and Bratislava. The threat of the “gender 
agenda” is invoked at an almost physical level, as Kuffa insinuated the 
presence of a gun being aimed at us which we cannot see: “Under com-
munism darkness, under liberalism fog. You shine the light of the Gospel 
and in the darkness you see. And in the fog? You shine the light, and you 
can’t see” (Kuffa, quoted in Valkovičová, 2019). In the grand narrative 
of the campaigners against the convention, “gender ideology” served as 
an implacable enemy, one that is already present and encroaching on the 
wellbeing of families and children in the interest of minorities. 

Even before the Istanbul Convention, “gender ideology” rhetoric was 
rampant, especially during the campaign surrounding Slovakia’s “Ref-
erendum on Family” in 2015, which targeted sexual education and the 
rights of homosexual couples. In the run-up to the referendum, a group 

*	 The project REDACT, from which this research arises, is supported by the Slovak Academy of 
Sciences under CHANSE ERA-NET Co-fund programme, which has received funding from 
the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme, under Grant Agre-
ement no. 101004509. 
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of Slovak medical professionals—mostly associated with faith-based civ-
ic organisations and conservative political parties—published a letter 
warning against the dangers of “gender ideology”. They claimed that 
introducing gender-sensitive education and fighting against gender ste-
reotypes in schools were irresponsible social experiments tampering with 
children’s mental health, a dangerous form of social engineering that 
could lead to the “mutilation of children’s psychosexual development”. 
They further maintained that “state gender propaganda acting in con-
cert with the NGO sector and the media” wanted to dupe the public 
and promote unscientific theories while “uncritically and manipulative-
ly enforcing the interests and goals of activists from particular minority 
groups” (Rakús, 2014, emphasis in the original). In other words, since it 
first appeared in the discourse, “gender ideology” has been presented as 
a destructive threat which is secretly taking over the media, the civic and 
state sector, and education—a common feature of gender conspiracies 
(Marchlewska et al., 2019; Salvati et al., 2024).

There has been growing recognition of the global anti-gender mobil-
isation in connection with policies, both enacted and merely proposed 
or anticipated, involving the rights of LGBT+ persons, reproductive 
health, sex education, and gender equality (Kuhar & Paternotte, 2017). 
Resistance to these policies is usually couched in the rhetoric of “gen-
der ideology” (or “gender theory”, “gender agenda”, “genderism”, and 
lately also “LGBT ideology”). This rhetoric has partly religious origins; 
Catholic theological anthropology defined the so-called “gender agenda” 
as antagonistic to the complementarity of the sexes (Case, 2011, 2019), 
spurred in part by feminist advances in the international human rights 
agenda in the 1990s (Butler, 2019). At the same time, part of the rhetoric 
owes much to far-right conspiracies, inspired by the declinist narratives 
of “cultural Marxism” (Jamin, 2018). The resulting political “genderpho-
bia” (Hennig, 2018) is a pragmatic alliance of religious organisations, 
right-wing extremism, and opportunistic right-wing and centrist parties 
that have helped normalise much of the extremist discourse.

Feminist scholarship on anti-genderism has long noted that this grow-
ing political salience of “gender ideology” is in fact part and parcel of an 
illiberal transformation (Grzebalska & Pető, 2018; Pető, 2022). “Gender 
ideology” rhetoric can be conceptualised as an ideological construction 
of populist illiberalism, which equates “gender” with a “colonial impo-
sition” (Graff & Korolczuk, 2022). It intersects with far-right nationalist 
populism (Dietze & Roth, 2020) which offers “an interpretative frame, 
which opposes the adoption of [LGBT+ & gender equality policies], and 
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attributes them to different sorts of actors under an alleged gender con-
spiracy” (Kuhar & Paternotte, 2017, p. 5). This way, “gender” also func-
tions as an empty signifier (Mayer & Sauer, 2017), the “symbolic glue” 
(Kováts & Põim, 2015) that both hides and provides an opportunity to 
politicise the socio-economic demands against the “neoliberal consen-
sus” (Kovats, 2018; Grzebalska & Pető, 2018; Graff & Korolczuk, 2022).

This chapter wishes to contribute to these investigations of the far-
right anti-gender mobilisations and the ideology underpinning them. 
The illustrative focus is on the Slovak context (Maďarová, 2015; Sekerák, 
2020; Očenášová, 2021; Valkovičová & Meier, 2022; Vargovčíková, 2021), 
though it does overlap with international research on anti-gender ideol-
ogy. The study aims to connect two aspects of the narratives surround-
ing “gender ideology”. First, how the construal of the “gender ideology” 
concept has served the conservative narrative of protecting the heter-
onormative patriarchal order against the political claims of liberals, fem-
inists, and LGBT+ minority groups demanding equality and recognition; 
second, this ideological narrative has conspiratorial features—it demon-
ises the proponents of gender equality and LGBT+ rights as ideological 
“Others”, determined to subvert the values and institutions of Western 
civilisation. As such, this narrative can function as a powerful discursive 
tool in the Othering of political opponents. 

In terms of the first aspect, this chapter draws on Michael Freed-
en’s (1996) morphology of ideologies. This approach situates the dis-
cursive framing of “gender ideology” within the logic of conservative 
ideological grammar. Conservative ideology is spurred into action by the 
perceived threat of change to an order that conservatives deem “natural”. 
Calls for gender and sexual equality threaten existing gender and sexual 
hierarchies, which need defending on a theoretical but also narrative lev-
el. As the chapter further argues, the concept of “gender ideology” here 
operates as a “combat concept”. It enables conservative ideologues to 
weaponise the vocabulary of their opponents and construct a convenient 
enemy to target their critique of perceived social changes. This construc-
tion serves to protect the sexual and gender hierarchies under threat by 
egalitarian human rights activism, all the while painting proponents of 
the human rights project as dangerous ideologues. 

The second important aspect of the discursive construction of “gen-
der ideology” is that it employs conspiratorial elements. Here the chap-
ter draws on literature that understands conspiracy theories as narrative 
instruments (Barkun, 2003; Byford, 2011; Madisson & Ventsel, 2021) that 
fulfil the purposes of political propaganda (Cassam, 2019; Bergmann, 
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2024). In this vein, conspiracy theories do not always offer “theories” but 
rather aim to delegitimise and demonise opponents. They are powerful 
political instruments for Othering ideological enemies. Furthermore, 
this text argues that “gender ideology” conspiracy theories follow a sim-
ilar script to the far-right “Cultural Marxism” conspiracy theory about 
the attempts of intellectuals to destroy Western civilisation by subverting 
its values and taking over key institutions (Jamin, 2018; Busbridge et al., 
2020; Paternotte & Verloo, 2021). However, this is not to say that con-
servativism necessarily leads to conspiracy theorising, nor that “gender 
ideology” conspiracism is somehow an aberration of sheer conservativ-
ism. Any ideology can be prone to utilise propagandistically motivated 
conspiracism. The focus here is on a particularly powerful and successful 
discursive tool for Othering political opponents which follows a conser-
vative ideological logic, though it remains politically contingent.

Finally, the chapter presents two influential accounts put forth by “gen-
der ideology” conspiracists: German sociologist Gabriele Kuby’s book 
Global Sexual Revolution and Slovak intellectual and former politician Vla-
dimír Palko’s book Levy prichádzajú (Lions Are Coming). Their arguments 
illustrate how the adoption of “gender ideology” rhetoric exemplifies con-
spiratorial thinking and how it can systematically be used to demonise 
political opponents and hijack political discussions. Both aspects—“gen-
der ideology” as a conservative combat concept and as a conspiracy of 
ideological Othering (as evinced in the aforementioned books) animated 
Slovakia’s conservative critics of the Istanbul Convention, resulting in 
the country’s failure to ratify the convention in 2019 (Očenášová, 2021). 

Conceptual core of conservatism

Conservative rhetoric often seems to invoke a version of Bertrand Rus-
sell’s emotive conjugation: “I have common sense, you have a worldview, 
he is an ideologue”. Though conservatives themselves might strenuous-
ly object to having their values and judgements characterised as such, 
their doctrine is also an ideology. This chapter draws on Freeden’s (1996) 
understanding of ideologies as distinctive systems of normative thought 
shared by groups of people which inform and frame their interactions 
with the social world. Instead of proceeding genetically, by looking at 
a key person’s thoughts and thus reproducing or extending their idio-
syncrasies to a broader relevance, Freeden (1996, p. 2) argues for an 
approach based on conceptual morphology. Ideological analysis can 
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best be achieved through the analysis of political concepts—the units of 
political thought, their connections, contexts, and patterns of meaning. 
It allows us to recognize patterns and regularities in ideological thought, 
the extent to which ideological speakers can express their “creative will” 
and the extent to which their will is constrained by the framework of 
their ideological grammar (Susser, 1988, p. 5); more specifically, in order 
to understand what conservative actors mean by “gender ideology” and 
the role of this term in their “new politics of morality” (Hesová, 2021), 
we should focus on the conceptual core of conservative ideological 
thought. This is where the morphological approach can furnish us with 
an interpretative framework. Why was “gender ideology” and anti-gen-
derism utilised by conservative speakers? What makes these conceptual 
tools resonate with conservative issues?

At first glance, conservatism may seem more like an aesthetic sensi-
bility, more feeling than thought. At the heart of conservative ideology 
there appears to be an apprehension about the limits of conscious polit-
ical activity and the contradictions of the human condition (O’Sullivan, 
2013). Nevertheless, conservatism presents a recognizable morphology 
of political thought—it is not simply a posture of defending the status 
quo, or advocacy of tempered and pragmatic judgements—it is an ide-
ology “concerned with the problem of change” which seeks remedies to 
“render it safe” (Freeden, 1996, p. 332, emphasis in original). The con-
servative ideological core does not come equipped with an arsenal of 
readily deployable content and value-laden concepts such as “liberty”, 
“equality”, or “community”; these are, as Freeden notes, merely ancillary 
tools, often co-opted from ideological opponents in previous struggles. 
These concepts are utilised strategically, in conservatism’s primary strug-
gle to cope with change—they are concomitant manifestations of con-
servative attempts to make change more palatable. What is essential for 
the management of change is that such change will occur “naturally”, in 
accordance with the organic, experienced needs and established patterns 
of behaviour in society, that it will not be brought about “artificially”, by 
human design. 

This process of making change “safe” requires the construction of tra-
ditions. The programmatic construction of tradition steers the trajectory 
of what constitutes “naturalness”, which is always defined in opposition 
to the proposed “radical” or “planned” changes. If the proposed changes 
implicitly or explicitly threaten existing social hierarchies, the conser-
vative response is to reconstruct the logic of those hierarchies by recon-
textualising them in the form of “tradition”. Conservatives thus invoke 
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tradition as a way of managing and minimising change, channelling it 
into palatable frameworks that do not threaten conservative notions of 
ordering the world as they found it (Freeden, 1996, p. 333).

In terms of practical political agendas, this stance often serves as 
an effort to stave off changes in one’s lived experience—and when this 
becomes impossible, the efforts are intellectualised so as to recreate and 
“recollect” this experience. Conservative thought becomes thought when 
it rises “to the level of reflection and conscious manipulation of those 
forms of experience which can no longer be had in an authentic way” 
(Manheim, 1953, p. 115; Robin, 2011, pp. 22–23). Out of nostalgic recol-
lection of the past, one can construct a conservative political agenda no 
less utopian than the aspirational utopias of the past. Zygmunt Bauman 
(2017) has aptly termed this tendency of the conservative political imag-
ination as “retrotopia”. 

The second core component of conservative ideology concerns the 
belief that the arrangement of the world, its order and how it functions, 
is independent of human will. The origin of a particular social order 
and the logic of human existence within it is not necessarily the same 
for every instance of conservative rhetoric—it may be God’s work, accu-
mulated history, or the work of nature and its laws. What is important 
here is that this order is not a human creation, and thus should not be 
subject to the whims of human will. If the social order defended by con-
servatives is simply a given—its purported immutability can be preached 
to us either through religious texts, traditions, history books, “common 
sense”, or even the supposedly non-ideological findings of scientific dis-
ciplines, such as psychology or biology—then efforts to instigate change 
might not only be futile, but can potentially be dangerous. Defying God 
or nature is supremely foolish for any individual, but when the change 
is social, we all suffer the consequences. The balance of society is fragile, 
and any engineering that interferes with the natural order and course 
of things deserves the utmost scepticism and caution (Freeden, 1996, 
p. 334).

Progressive liberals, feminists, and socialists purposely push for 
changes to the social order in accordance with a well-deliberated set 
of values. They define certain social phenomena as problematic and 
seek rational solutions for them: more decision-making freedom and 
autonomy for the individual, more institutionally-guaranteed equality, 
solidarity, etc. This is not true for conservatives, as they do not neces-
sarily have a need to seek new solutions to social problems outside the 
already tried and tested and “natural” methods, and due to their belief 
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in the immutability of certain orders. What they intellectually excel at, 
however, is the ability to mirror their opponents’ progressive policies 
of change and to construct arguments against them. This reactivity, or 
counter-movement, constitutes the third key moment of the conceptual 
core of conservatism. It is only in reaction to the systematised thinking 
of their opponents that conservatives are compelled to construct their 
own ideological system designed to thwart impending change or actively 
restore the old order in an old-new form. This system of thought, how-
ever, has no fixed contours; it is determined precisely by its reactivity, 
reflecting the concepts and values of its ideological opponents. Conser-
vative thought thus “converts the typical core, value-articulating, polit-
ical concepts of its progressive assailants into merely secondary, adja-
cent concepts […] within the conservative morphology” (Freeden, 1996, 
p. 336).

This reactivity and mirroring of the current ideological opposition is 
the source of conservatism’s contextual flexibility. It is the reason why 
conservatism has historically taken so many forms and why its intellec-
tual tradition contains many concepts that have been co-opted from its 
opponents. Thus, in defending hierarchies of power in the economic 
sphere, they first refuted liberals by invoking the importance of commu-
nity and traditional crafts in the face of burgeoning capitalism, only to 
later rally against socialists by citing economic freedom. Women’s rights 
are pitted against children’s rights, equality of opportunity against equal-
ity of freedom, and activism for human rights or equality may in turn be 
opposed by an insistence on previously questioned scientific knowledge 
which allegedly substantiates existing hierarchies, etc. Through the inter-
section of historical struggles and conflicts, antitheses become intellec-
tual traditions that may even appear emblematic to conservatives them-
selves—tradition, freedom, responsibility, family. Often, however, there 
comes an intellectual rupture triggered by a newly perceived threat from 
changes proposed in another area; these traditions can be overlooked 
and ignored by conservatives if they do not prove useful in the process 
of protecting yet another old order (Freeden, 1996, p. 339).

Corey Robin notes that conservatism is primarily an intellectual cur-
rent that theorises “the felt experience of having power, seeing it threat-
ened, and trying to win it back” (Robin, 2011, p. 4). It is the hierarchies 
of power and the belief in the principled inequality of people that lie 
behind conservative thinking. Some people are simply deemed better: 
smarter, more virtuous, more diligent, and more deserving. They are 
therefore the ones entitled to authority, respect, and decision-making 
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power. The lower orders, on the other hand, are bound to submission—
agency belongs to the elite (Robin, 2011, p. 7). Such social hierarchies 
are said to be innately given, immutable; they are the cornerstone of 
any real and sustainable order in human societies. Progressive calls for 
individual freedom, equality, rights, and respect for everyone—in any 
domain—are a direct threat to these hierarchies.

The hierarchies of power are not always overtly political—conserva-
tives are driven to political action and defence even when private regimes 
of power feel threatened: the power of the nobleman over his subjects, 
the power of the business owner over their employees, the power of the 
father over his wife and children, the superiority of the heterosexual 
white male over others. When a subordinate class or group—workers, 
women, minorities—is suddenly presented as an autonomous agent with 
its own rights, claims, and demands, it poses a threat to these implicit 
regimes of power. After all, the right to decide their fate, claims, and 
needs belongs only to the elite, which is how the social order works. 
Here, too, lies a frequent point of contestation for conservatives about 
the alleged politicisation of the private sphere, whether the hierarchy of 
power is threatened in the marketplace or the domestic hearth (Robin, 
2011, pp. 9–10), it is no place for politics, at any rate. The defence of tra-
dition, freedom, family, law and order, limits on state power, cautious change, 
virtue, common sense, decency, faith, etc., were and are part of the conserva-
tive agenda, though historically they have almost always arisen precisely 
from the efforts of conservatives to defend and even strengthen existing 
hierarchies of power, deemed under threat by progressive forces.

“Gender ideology” as a conservative combat concept

In light of the conceptual core of conservatism described above, the 
contours of this new anti-gender conservatism can now be more easily 
unpacked. Some of the conservative concerns seem to stem from pro-
gressive policies promoting gender equality and equal rights for sexual 
minorities. The ideological connective tissue has become the construct of 
“gender ideology”, which, despite its confessional origins in the writings 
of Catholic dignitaries and Vatican-friendly intellectuals (Case, 2011, 
2019), has successfully “travelled” through ideological rhetoric beyond 
explicitly religious movements. At the heart of these concerns is the anx-
iety that the imagined immutable hierarchies of sexuality and gender 
roles will be undermined (Henning, 2018). The conspiratorial construct 
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of “gender ideology” that portrays emancipation from culturally-im-
posed gender roles as an all-relativising hodgepodge of sexual identities 
and debauched mores thrives on this very concern.

Slovak Catholic priest Marián Kuffa is a fruitful example here, as his 
sermons make the ideological subtext explicit in his Trumpian simplic-
ity. Kuffa, known for his social work with alcoholics and the homeless 
in eastern Slovakia, co-founded the initiative Slovak Convention for the 
Family (Slovenský dohovor za rodinu) as a platform for campaigning 
against the Istanbul Convention, together with Anton Chromík, a law-
yer who led the campaign for the 2015 referendum against same-sex 
marriage and sexual education (Palko, 2019, p. 457). Kuffa support-
ed the campaign with countless sermons which are available on social 
media. Kuffa renders “gender ideology” a smorgasbord where anyone 
can change their gender identity at will. At the same time, this ideology 
is also said to operate in the politics of gender equality, where women 
are elevated above men. In his sermons, he explicitly mentions the need 
to preserve gender roles, with the man as the head of the family, the 
disciplinary authority, while the role of the woman is to submit to her 
husband and provide emotional labour and care (both to the children 
and husband). This is to ensure, among other things, the minimisation 
of social delinquency in society. Deviation from this natural order signals 
the impending disintegration of society, inevitably followed by alcohol-
ism, criminality, and decaying morals. After articulating these fears of 
private power being under threat, Kuffa also spoke directly to the fact 
that it is not only the family and children who are threatened by this 
gender-role distorting ideology, but also the devout heterosexual man, as 
“they’re hunted today… [they] symbolise the authority in the most pow-
erful cell of society, the family, that’s why they’re attacking men today” 
(Valkovičová, 2019).

Agnieszka Graff and Elzbieta Korolczuk (2022) discuss three basic 
elements of anti-gender ideology. The first is a belief in the immutability 
of human nature and refutation of the social constructability of interper-
sonal relations. The second element is a culturally pessimistic descrip-
tion of the degeneration of the West under the influence of malignant 
intellectual trends triggered by Marxism and postmodern philosophy. 
The third element describes the progressive policies of human rights and 
gender equality in conspiratorial tones, as a modern project of “cultural 
colonialism” dominated by global (neo)liberal elites who impose their 
ideology on pure and culturally authentic populations in countries out-
side the corrupt West.
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The preceding section tackled the first element at the core of con-
servative ideation, but it is important to further discuss how the 
concept of “gender ideology” manages to frame and deploy the two 
remaining elements of anti-gender conservatism identified by Graff 
and Korolczuk (2022). The second element provides a  conservative 
“diagnosis”—or an ideological “master frame” that doubles as a prog-
nosis (Paternotte & Verloo, 2021)—a narrative of decline that is pres-
ent in most conservative intellectual analyses of why things are going 
wrong. Whereas in the past, the blame was pinned on Enlightenment 
intellectuals, rationalist liberals, utilitarian economists, socialists, 
Marxists, psychoanalysts, anthropologists, and postmodern philoso-
phers, today feminists and LGBT+ people have also joined their ranks. 
Today they are allegedly carrying out the destruction of family and 
society by undermining sexual norms and gender roles, thus bring-
ing civilisation to its ultimate demise. Lastly, the third element is the 
ideology’s  populist extension—it explains the popularity and ability 
of anti-gender conservatism to travel across societies. Its opportunis-
tic framing of a pure people and corrupt elites seems like a textbook 
example of populist ideology, which, by the nature of its ideological 
“thinness” (Stanley 2008), is potentially transferable to any ideologi-
cal system with more substance.

I propose that within conservative anti-genderism, “gender ideology” 
serves as a political “combat concept”. Here I utilise Lara’s (2018, 2019) 
apposite translation and utilisation of Koselleck’s term “Kampfbegriffe”, 
sometimes also translated as “battle concepts” (Pankakoski, 2010). Carl 
Schmitt famously suggested that all political concepts are polemical 
concepts, whose definitions always have an enemy in their sight—their 
very meaning would be incomprehensible without both the context and 
conflict from which they emerge. However, like Lara, I also do not neces-
sarily subscribe to the antagonistic Schmittian view of politics that seems 
to underlie Koselleck’s method of historical investigation of political 
concepts, and which can be read as having “anti-pluralistic undertones” 
(Pankakoski, 2010, p. 755). 

Nevertheless, the idea of combat concepts as discursively deployed 
semantic weapons is analytically useful when attempting to parse ideologi-
cal concepts that exhibit the explicit intent of designating an enemy. When 
conservatives target gender, or more specifically “gender ideology”, they are 
not only fighting over the meaning of the term gender itself, they are “also 
[…] targeting others’ political positions with semantic weapons” (Lara, 
2018, p. 33). 
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Koselleck points out that in political struggles, a group will utilise 
concepts to compare and contrast themselves with others: “a given group 
makes an exclusive claim to generality, applying a linguistically universal 
concept to itself alone and rejecting all comparison. This kind of self-defi-
nition provokes counter-concepts which discriminate against those who 
have been defined as the ‘other’” (Koselleck, 2004, p. 156). These count-
er-concepts [Gegenbegriffe] can have an asymmetrical quality, such as the 
distinction between the Hellene and the Barbarian, or the Christian and 
the Heathen, denying the other “the reciprocity of mutual recognition” 
(Koselleck, 2004, p. 156). Koselleck helps us understand how asymmetric 
counter-concepts can also be deployed as weapons in ideological wars to 
disqualify the Other using negative semantic connotations “by reflecting 
the opposite in a constructed mirror of what the other actor is or is not” 
(Lara, 2018, p. 33).

In sum, “gender ideology” is conservatism’s  counter-concept and 
combat concept precisely because it is more than a negative descriptor of 
the enemy; it effectively functions to “redraw the battle’s political land-
scape” (Lara, 2018, p. 34). Here, a dangerous ideology is pitted against 
family, nature, and common sense, undermining the very order of social 
existence. It organizes the discourse around the supposed artificiality of 
progressive, liberal, and feminist ideas, their essentially elite character, 
divorced from the everyday concerns of the people. Like Smith’s (1995) 
“ideological code”, this concept can operate as a free-floating category, 
independent of the religious discourse it emerged from, and order public 
discourses according to pre-set terms. It can be spontaneously adopt-
ed by political actors, who along with the discursive device also adopt 
its interpretations of politics and use it to mediate their engagement in 
political struggles. It also puts opponents in a defensive position, forcing 
them to engage in a debate with conservatives on their terms, resist alle-
gations of their uniquely ideological position, and refute accusations of 
harm towards health, children, family, or the social order at large.

The term “gender ideology” is characterised by not having any neces-
sarily fixed meaning—the connotations shift opportunistically, depend-
ing on the issue at hand. It can target gender equality policies, LGBT+ 
rights, or reproductive health just as easily as the older term “culture of 
death”, first explicitly condemned by John Paul II in the 1995 encycli-
cal Evangelium Vitae, though it has now been freed from its association 
with the Catholic Catechism. It also serves as a discursive wedge through 
which a new populist frontier (Laclau, 2005) between a “conservative” 
people and “liberal cosmopolitan” elite can emerge. It allows for what 
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Graff and Korolczuk (2022, p. 24) termed the “opportunistic synergy” of 
cooperation between religious fundamentalists and right-wing populists. 
Not only does an anti-gender stance allow for polarising rhetoric, but it 
also fosters an ideational affinity for defending the social order and hier-
archy against egalitarian policies and contains a moralising aspect that 
channels frustrations with socio-economic transformations (Maďarová 
& Hardoš, 2022).

Finally, “gender ideology” proposes an explanation of the changing 
mores and values evinced over the last several decades. These chang-
es should not even be possible given that these values are an expres-
sion of an immutable social order. This internal conundrum is resolved 
through the suggestion of a secret plot. The social processes behind the 
growing acceptance of sexual minorities and gender equality could not 
have occurred on their own; they must be the result of a malevolent 
conspiracy.

A brief scan of Slovak media (using the NewtonMedia monitoring 
service) reveals that the use of the term “gender ideology” peaked in 
2019 and 2020, the years of the presidential and parliamentary elections 
respectively. 2019 also saw the culmination of efforts to halt the ratifi-
cation of the Istanbul Convention. From 2013, when the term “gender 
ideology” seemingly made its first media appearance in Slovakia, until 
the end of 2021, the term appeared in 1980 media items.11 543 of these 
items were featured in Hlavné Správy alone. Hlavné Správy (Main News) 
has been one of the most influential disinformation sources in Slovak 
cyberspace for several years now. Fashioning itself as a Christian-con-
servative source, the site claims to be a daily news outlet, though it has 
become widely known mostly for its far-right and pro-Russian propa-
ganda.12 More than half of all items on “gender ideology” appeared on 
various conspiracy websites. Nevertheless, what started on the fringes 
slowly and surely made it to the centre of Slovak political discourse, 
with government officials and political candidates routinely invoking 

11	 Altogether 1,116 items contained the equivalent Slovak term “rodová ideológia” (there is some 
overlap, as many articles used both terms). Gender is translated as “rod” or “rodový” in Slovak, 
but anti-gender activists usually opt to talk about “gender”, since the foreign word sounds 
more sinister and unclear.

12	 Russian propaganda, both through its official media outlets (RT, Sputnik) and more clande-
stine efforts, has helped spread various anti-Western conspiracy theories, sowing distrust into 
national governments and stimulating existing social rifts in Western societies (Pomerantsev, 
2015; Yablokov, 2018). Hlavné Správy were long regarded as a pro-Kremlin propaganda outlet, 
which was confirmed after their contributor was recorded accepting bribes from a member of 
the Russian military intelligence in Slovakia (Higgins, 2022).
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the topic of gender ideology to explain their opposition to the Istan-
bul Convention and other policies (Valkovičová &  Maďarová, 2019; 
Očenášová, 2021).

“Gender Ideology” as Conspiracism

Conspiracy theories are often presented as a psychological problem 
or a challenging philosophical issue. When anchored in epistemic fea-
tures, a conspiracy theory might be hard to differentiate conceptual-
ly from a Lakatosian “degenerating research program” (Clarke, 2002) 
or from religion, broadly speaking. Instead, my aim here is to follow 
the prevailing understanding of conspiracy theories in political science 
as “an explanation of historical ongoing, or future events that cites as 
a main causal factor a small group of powerful persons, the conspirators, 
acting in secret for their own benefit against the common good” (Uscins-
ki & Parent, 2014, p. 32).

The framing of conspiracy theories still tends to draw undue atten-
tion to their epistemic character. Alfred Moore (2019) therefore suggests 
focusing on conspiracy politics, which he understands as the discussions 
“driven by insinuations of malign and hidden intentional agency in rela-
tion to some event or phenomenon” (Moore, 2019, p. 111). This new 
political conspiracism as a distinct phenomenon marks the emergence of 
“conspiracy without the theory”, which often fails to provide an explana-
tion and functions either as a “bare assertion” or an “ominous question” 
(Rosenblum & Muirhead, 2019, p. 25, 27). What is important for this 
definition is the professed belief that there are people or groups of peo-
ple who are “acting covertly to achieve some malevolent end” (Barkun, 
2003, p. 3; Butter, 2020).

Whether understood as conspiracy theories or conspiracist politics, 
what often makes some of them problematic is their ethical “unreason-
ableness” (Cíbik & Hardoš, 2022) and the fact that they serve as a form 
of political propaganda (Cassam, 2019) of extremist ideology. They are 
narratives that target their audience in an ideologically desirable manner, 
casting events and persons in a distinctly unfavourable light. They are 
usually explanatory narratives designed to vilify opponents and feature 
heavily in polarising, far-right, and populist rhetoric (Castanho Silva et 
al., 2017; Bergmann, 2024). As Birchall and Knight observed, conspiracy 
theories might not necessarily be dangerous as such, but they increas-
ingly get utilised in highly charged, identity-based political discourses 
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where they “become enlisted […] to demonstrate an existential threat to 
a way of life” (Birchall & Knight, 2023, p. 186).

Rather than focusing on the lack of epistemic merit of conspiracy 
theories, our task here is to consider their communicative function in 
politics. As Mari-Liis Madisson and Andreas Ventsel (2021) point out, 
conspiracy theories can function as narratives which articulate con-
flict and generate meaning for a particular community that struggles 
with the contingencies of history. By explaining social processes as an 
antagonistic struggle of “us” versus “them”, they create and mobilise 
a strongly polarised identity for communities that feel unacknowledged 
or threatened (Madisson & Ventsel, 2021, pp. 36–38). An interpretative 
community will form around certain topics and shared values, building 
up communicative norms and establishing a discursive code. Within the 
established discursive code, certain phrases, such as “New World Order”, 
“deep state”, “Cultural Marxism”, or in our case “Gender Ideology”, 
can then “serve as triggers that unleash specific conspiracy scenarios in 
the interpretative community’s communal memory and the association 
chains connected with these” (Madisson & Ventsel, 2021, p. 45). The 
interpretative community thus has the ideological script at its disposal, 
allowing it to decode and generate meaning out of a phrase that seems 
strange or vague to an outsider.

Another important feature of conspiracy discourse is that it has “coun-
terhegemonic potentiality”, since it provides an interpretative framework 
that “cultivates critical attitudes towards traditional authorities and their 
canons of objectivity” (Madisson & Ventsel, 2021, p. 42). This allows 
for problematic facts and expert testimony that contradict the narrative 
to be side-stepped as just another biased expression of the dominating 
power. The script of conspiracy theories dictates that if the malevolent 
forces are to achieve absolute domination, they will need to manipulate 
everyday life on a large scale. For one thing, hindering potential resis-
tance movements and securing power requires the thorough infiltration 
of the educational system; however, this does not only extend to univer-
sities and research centres—such manipulation begins at a kindergarten 
level (Madisson & Ventsel, 2021, p. 44). As we will see, the belief that 
“gender ideology” targets kindergarten children is a staple of anti-gender 
paranoia.

Jovan Byford (2011) offers an anatomy of the rhetorical features 
of conspiracy narratives. One of the core elements is the character of 
the conspirators—they are usually evil, malicious, morally debauched 
people with elite status or access. They are few in numbers but wield 
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immense power, wealth, and influence so as to manipulate reality and 
hide unpleasant evidence. However, the conspirators are only sec-
ondary, they are characters on a stage; what matters is the script, the 
plan itself. Despite its centrality, the grand conspiratorial scheme can 
be rather vague—the aim might be domination (“New World Order”) 
or destruction of the West (“Cultural Marxism”), though it remains 
abstract (Byford, 2011, p. 77). This tenuous quality enables projections 
and ecumenical fears, leaving room for new discoveries and conjectures. 
Given their counter-hegemonic aspirations, such theories are present-
ed using the rhetoric of scientific inquiry, boasting spurious evidence 
and expert credentials of dubious relevance. When this fails, the rheto-
ric moves toward the domain of “just asking questions” and demanding 
further inquiry (Byford, 2011, pp. 88–93).

Sometimes, conspiracy theorists claim the plan has been revealed to 
them in a secret document. Historically, antisemitic conspiracies have 
claimed the Talmud to be a source of magic powers—citing mis-trans-
lated and decontextualised portions of the text. 20th century antisem-
ites used the fabricated Protocols of the Elders of Zion, while Islamopho-
bic conspiracy theorists did something similar with the Koran (Byford, 
2011, pp. 78–79). In a similar vein, today’s anti-gender conspiracists base 
their allegations on expedient interpretations of postmodern philosophy, 
which to many conspiracy theorists proves similarly opaque and ripe 
for textual abuse. Judith Butler’s 1990 book Gender Troubles seems to be 
especially popular here. 

The presence of conspiracism in anti-gender politics is occasionally 
recognised (Kuhar & Paternotte, 2017), though usually it is not the ana-
lytical focus (cf. Zottola & Borba, 2022). As the preceding section tried to 
show, a conspiratorial narrative is already implied in the combat concept 
of “gender ideology” and is rather straight-forward. It claims that a dan-
gerous unscientific theory about human nature is being secretly promul-
gated by powerful elites in the media, politics, and academia, not only to 
advance the interests of sexual minorities at the expense of everyone else, 
but also to deliberately bring about the end of Christianity and/or the 
social order of our civilisation. This “gender theory”, which has roots in 
Marxist theory and postmodern philosophy, allegedly denies the biolog-
ical and psychological reality of human beings. As a result, it will inflict 
harm on the psycho-sexual development of the children exposed to it, 
confuse adults about their sexuality and gender roles, and potentially 
lead to the destruction of countless human lives. Despite being contrary 
to human nature and science, the tenets of gender theory and its policy 
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implications will be forced onto everyone by unscrupulous ideologues 
who, just like their communist brethren, will stop at nothing to imple-
ment their backward theories—up to and including totalitarian practices 
and religious persecution. As will be demonstrated below, this conspira-
cy script is essentially a variation of the “Cultural Marxism” conspiracies. 

What seems paradoxical about “gender ideology” conspiracism is 
that the alleged plotters and their actions are all out in the open. While 
secrecy seems to be an essential staple of conspiracy theories, Michael 
Barkun (2003, pp. 4–5) notes that such secrecy can either be character-
istic of the actors and their actions or merely their actions. Textbook 
conspiracy theories maintain the existence of hidden actors with hidden 
agendas (like the Illuminati), while other conspiracy theories suggest 
that known and existing entities (the CIA, the Freemasons) are operat-
ing with secret aims. Yet, sometimes, even known actors with publicly 
ascertainable goals get cast as conspiring villains. Jérôme Jamin (2018) 
builds on Barkun’s typology and notes that conspiracy theories can also 
be constructed in situations where a concealed group acts openly (e.g., 
openly acting NGOs under the alleged influence of hidden forces) and 
even in scenarios where both the actors and their aims are well known—
as in the case of the “Cultural Marxism” narrative.

In situations where both the actors and their actions are not hidden, 
the issue is not that the facts are unknown but rather lies in their inter-
pretation. Is it the case that a group of Marxists (Horkheimer, Adorno, 
Fromm, Marcuse, etc.) associated with the Frankfurt School of critical 
theory proposed an influential program in cultural studies which linked 
cultures and ideologies to their socio-economic and political contexts, 
revealing how culture can be wielded as an instrument of the powerful? 
Or did they propose a method to translate economic Marxism into the 
cultural sphere, and attain the totalitarian communist ends of subverting 
Western values and traditions using specific cultural tools, such as “polit-
ical correctness” and Marxist cultural theory? (Jamin, 2018). American 
far-right conservatives like Patrick Buchanan and William Lind, as well 
as the Norwegian far-right mass murderer Anders Breivik, all subscribed 
to the latter interpretation. For them, “Cultural Marxism” is essentially 
“a calculated plan orchestrated by leftist intellectuals to destroy Western 
values, traditions and civilisation” (Busbridge et al., 2020, p. 4).

“Cultural Marxism” is allegedly behind the growing acceptance of 
progressive cultural change in the West, including the acceptance of mul-
ticulturalism, sexual minorities, and gender equality. Certain features 
of social liberalisation are presented as part of an alleged scheme to 
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destabilise traditional values13 (Christianity, national identity, nuclear 
family) and customs and thus weaken Western institutions enough to 
make way for a new totalitarian regime (Busbridge et al., 2020, p. 4).

For the conspiracists and the many conservative culture warriors 
inspired by them, Gramsci’s theory of cultural hegemony is more than 
an analytical framework: it explains the alleged cultural dominance of 
the left deemed responsible for the changing mores and cultural tastes, 
but also serves as a manual for how to replicate this for their own ends 
(Paternotte & Verloo, 2021, p. 563). In other words, “Cultural Marxism” 
is both a diagnosis and a prognosis, i.e., “what the left has done is what 
we need to do”. The conspiracist narratives frame political conflict as 
a battle for cultural hegemony, which requires the construction of an 
alternative apparatus—from civil society and grassroots organisations, 
through educational institutes, to policy think tanks. The goal is not just 
to defeat the progressive enemy, but to create counter-expertise more in 
line with the ideological commitments of their funders, and thus con-
struct a new lasting hegemony (Paternotte & Verloo, 2021, p. 566). 

The kids will not be all right

To understand how the “gender ideology” conspiracy can serve the inter-
ests of conservative propaganda and lead to the Othering of both LGBT+ 
persons and their allies, it is worth consulting two influential texts of the 
Slovak anti-gender movement: one by German sociologist and funda-
mentalist Catholic Gabriele Kuby, and one by former Slovak politician 
Vladimír Palko. The Slovak translation of Kuby’s (2013) book Global Sex-
ual Revolution seems to have been one of the ur-texts of Slovak “gender 
ideology” conspiracism.14 Kuby (2013, p. 372) herself is not shy about 
her argument; she concludes her book quite explicitly:

The cultural revolution described in this book is taking place behind peo-
ple’s backs—top-down. It emanates from the power elites and is propelled by 

13	 It should be noted that the conspiracy has also clear antisemitic connotations, an update of 
Nazi era Kulturbolshewismus or Cultural Bolshevism. (Busbridge et al., 2020, p. 5).

14	 The book’s foreword was written by Anna Záborská, then an MEP for the Christian democratic 
movement (KDH) in the European People’s Party. Later, until her death in 2025, she was an 
MP in the Slovak parliament for the Christian Union (KÚ), where her main legislative agenda 
concerned restricting access to safe abortions and limiting the rights of transgender people.
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minorities who define themselves by sexual orientation and seek to topple the 
world order. Indeed, a change in values can only lead to a change in the world 
order. Because the changes are global, it is to be expected that the develop-
ment aims at a new world order.

The introduction of the term “gender ideology” into Slovak conservative 
discourse coincides with her first visits to Slovakia and the book’s trans-
lation (2012–2013)—her arguments against gay marriage and gender 
equality, as well as her insistence that gender mainstreaming is the instru-
ment of cultural revolution, were echoed during the campaign for Slova-
kia’s 2015 referendum against same-sex marriage and sexual education, 
and later during the campaign to stop the ratification of the Istanbul 
Convention (Maďarová, 2021).

The book itself can be read as an innovative elaboration of the Cul-
tural Marxism conspiracy applied to gender theory. “Gender ideology”, 
according to Kuby, represents a “new softer totalitarianism” which is 
“firmly established in politics and in universities, but it works behind 
the scenes” (2013, p. 29). She proceeds to trace the historical develop-
ments of the sexual revolution, namechecking popular bugbears (Marx, 
Engels, Freud, Kinsey, Sanger, Kollontai, among many others), only to 
settle on two major culprits: the student revolts of 1968 and their “idea 
peddlers” from the Frankfurt school along with Judith Butler’s “sub-
versive theory”. The student rebellions landed a breakthrough, “the 
Judeo-Christian foundation of Western culture was starting to crack” 
(Kuby, 2013, p. 66), while Butler (both Jewish and a lesbian, as Kuby 
helpfully adds15) provided the tools for the destruction of biological sex 
by divorcing gender from it.

However, the creation of the “new man” based on gender ideolo-
gy’s efforts to equalize the sexes and legitimate minority sexual prefer-
ences will usher in a “demographic shift” that will “derail the social struc-
ture”. The plummeting birth rates will need to be offset by immigration, 
which, in turn, threatens our “cultural backbone”. It will destroy the 
foundations of “European high culture” and its cornerstone—Christian-
ity (Kuby, 2013, p. 25).

The central concern that animates her treatise is that the “Christian 
anthropology of man”, the belief of “the complementarity of the sexes”, 

15	 Agnieszka Graff (2022) recently suggested that Kuby’s anti-gender discourse has continuities 
with conspiratorial antisemitism where “gender” has displaced the “Jews” as a threat.
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will be foregone. This means that the norms of natural sexual conduct 
will be abandoned, which can ultimately only weaken society’s resilience 
to other destructive developments:

In all realms of society, it is hard enough for any person not to lose himself to 
his drives. However, when a society’s moral compass has been broken, when 
good is called evil and evil called good, when citizens and voters in a demo-
cratic society have no solid, day-to-day orientation or renewal of moral sub-
stance, when those who govern have no obligation toward the common good, 
then society is on the slippery slope to a new totalitarianism (Kuby, 2013, 
pp. 366–367).

However, lest we forget, this new totalitarianism is not accidental. Kuby 
reminds us that the “current Cultural Revolution is a top-down revo-
lution”, which hopes to “transform the entire society into a new image 
of man according to the will of a small minority”. The revolution will 
cease only once “irreversible changes have been achieved and cement 
the minority’s domination through totalitarian power structures” (Kuby, 
2013, p. 364).

Kuby’s book is explicitly couched in religious arguments. At one 
point she states that when people do not accept God, their conscience 
loses its compass, spinning without knowing where to turn. This inner 
turmoil then leads directly to the upheaval she warns against, as people 
then try to assuage their conscience mainly by “creating ideologies that 
make sin appear good” and by “defaming, shunning, and persecuting 
everyone who gives voice to their conscience” (Kuby, 2013, p. 371).

Vladimír Palko’s work serves as another example of the “gender ide-
ology” narrative, one which is not as overtly religious. Palko is one of the 
few Slovak anti-gender actors with intellectual pretensions. He studied 
mathematics and is a former Christian-democratic politician, serving as 
an MP (1998–2002, 2006–2010) and Minister of the Interior in Dzurin-
da’s second cabinet (2002–2006). After leaving politics, he resumed lec-
turing at university and continued with his punditry,16 now as a stead-
fast conservative curmudgeon who left the Christian Democratic Party 
(KDH) for being too shaky on key Christian issues. He has campaigned 
with Kuffa and lectured against “gender ideology” and the Istanbul 

16	 From 2020 until early 2025 he was also a regular contributor to the Slovak far-right news and 
commentary website Štandard.
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Convention as a part of the initiative “Slovak Convention for the Fam-
ily”. In 2012, he published the book Lions Are Coming, subtitled Why 
Europe and America Are Heading toward a New Tyranny. The book’s main 
thesis is simple: Christianity and Christians are facing a new threat, more 
sinister than the one posed by 20th century communism. Unlike in East-
ern Europe, where it collapsed under the moral power of Christianity (or 
so Palko would have us believe), communism has been transformed in 
the West and “Lenin’s cousins” are once again in power.

Palko’s argument follows the script of the Cultural Marxism narra-
tive, though he avoids calling it as such. He notes that the “new left polit-
ical philosophy” behind the radical social transformation and growing 
enmity against devout Christians has been labelled Cultural Marxism 
by Patrick Buchanan, though Palko thinks it could just as well be called 
“left liberalism”, or the “philosophy of an anthropological revolution” 
(Palko, 2019, p. 43). His book then examines and references several 
influential thinkers and organisations which he dubs the “links between 
Marxism-Leninism and the new left politics” (ibid.). Some of these 
are the familiar cast of villains common to Cultural Marxist narratives 
(Gramsci, Lukács, the Frankfurt school, Marcuse, ACLU, Angela Davis), 
while others seem more novel (Dalton Trumbo, Elfriede Jelinek), or 
borrowed from a somewhat different far-right narrative (Soros NGOs). 
The theory is far from explicit, mostly making use of innuendo and dis-
paraging comments. What seems to unite these disparate figures and 
organisations, according to Palko, are their Marxist or politically liberal 
sympathies and their alleged cultural influence. The imminent tyranny 
then consists simply of Christians being increasingly asked to acquiesce 
to the reproductive rights of women and to tolerate the rights of the 
LGBT+ community, as well as same-sex marriage. This will allegedly lead 
to a persecution akin to that which the Christians suffered in the colosse-
ums under the Roman empire—hence, the lions in the title of the book.

The book’s second edition was published in 2019 and contained a new 
chapter that also discussed the threat of “gender ideology”, which is 
explicitly linked to the same dangerous leftist philosophy. Thus, accord-
ing to Palko (2019, p. 431), “gender ideology” is part of an anthropo-
logical revolution which denies the existence of the complementarity 
between men and women (eschewing here the religious origins of this 
doctrine). He uses the Istanbul Convention to illustrate his argument, 
calling it “the most radical international treaty of recent times”. The con-
vention allegedly presents a “radical and false” extension of the term 
violence and its causes. Furthermore, it then binds the signatories to 
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a “radical cultural revolution” of the relationship between men and wom-
en, which is “hostile to family”. The treaty mandates that an independent 
expert body (the GREVIO Committee) will oversee the implementation 
of the convention. This committee will be “composed by people who 
are not from Slovakia”, Palko (2019, p. 431) warns, and they will create 
strong media pressure for the country to conform to its findings and 
recommendations.

According to Palko (2019, p. 432), the Istanbul Convention contains 
ideological claims “analogous to Marxist claims about class struggle, but 
here the oppressing class are the men, and the oppressed class are the 
women”. He is further alarmed by the convention’s distinction between 
sex and gender, rendering this distinction baseless as gender and sex are 
one and the same. Palko maintains that proposing that gender roles 
are independent from sex and that traditional gender roles are connected 
to patterns of violence is the “essence of gender ideology” (2019, p. 433).

For Palko (2019, p. 433), the convention’s proposals to fight gender 
stereotypes as a means of reducing gender-based violence signals a “com-
mitment to organise a revolutionary social engineering”. He continues 
to add:

What are we to imagine under the changes in cultural patterns of behaviour? 
Anything. The return of children into crèches because mothers have to work. 
A working father and an unemployed mother are a stereotype. Quotas every-
where, men and women 50:50. Introduction of women into the army.

He is furthermore alarmed by what the convention has in store for the 
education of children in kindergartens and schools, where he anticipates 
a focus on “suppressing the differences between boys and girls” and 
claims “the regular address ‘girls and boys’ is being replaced by a gender 
neutral one”. The overall goal of this education and “gender ideology” 
as such is the “suppression of femininity and masculinity. Their destruc-
tion” (Palko, 2019, p. 434).

Palko (2019, pp. 434–435) finally sees transgender people as the “bat-
tering ram” of “gender ideology”, a part of the “brainwashing of chil-
dren”, a welcome tool for the ideology’s main goals: 

All children in schools are supposed to learn about this. They are to be led to 
examine whether they themselves are not “transgender”. “Experts” lecture them 
that they will “choose” whether they will be boys or girls. In the US the lecturers 
are “drag queens”, men in wigs, with make-up and dressed like women.
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Just as Rakús (2014) and others before him warned of the “mutilation of 
children’s psycho-sexual development”, Palko also emphasizes that chil-
dren will suffer at the hands of a minority and their interests. The figure 
of the innocent child threatened by “gender ideology”—or the LGBT+ 
minority personified—is a common discursive frame in anti-gender cam-
paigns (Paternotte & Kuhar, 2018). Similarly, both Palko and Kuby stress 
the threat that “gender ideology” poses to Christianity and therefore to 
civilisation. For both, the efforts to secure gender equality policies and 
LGBT+ rights are a Marxist or left-wing plot, a malicious hidden agenda 
that will bring about tyranny through the erosion of the social order. 
Through discursive shifts, “gender ideology” becomes a substitute for 
Marxism, left liberalism, LGBT+ people, feminists, foreign and domestic 
elites, the suppression of nature, the sexualisation of children, a novel 
form of totalitarianism, and in Kuby’s case, even the disavowal of God. 

Conclusion

Despite their varying intensity and different constellations across coun-
tries, the outcry and attacks against reproductive health policies, sex 
education, gender equality policies, LGBT+ equality, and the prevention 
of gender-based violence, as well as attacks on gender studies as a scien-
tific discipline, all seem to have one common denominator: the category 
of “gender”. All of the progressive and human rights policies that have 
sparked conservative backlash have the common agenda of emancipat-
ing individuals and freeing them from gender and sexual hierarchies. Of 
course, while a framework of conservative ideological thought may be 
identified here, this does not mean that all conservative ideological man-
ifestations will have the same exact triggers, the same types of actors, nor 
the same exact form. On the contrary, the cultural context and structural 
possibilities as well as the ability of actors to exploit these possibilities 
will vary from country to country. Not every conservative will necessarily 
promote bigoted and conspiratorial opinions, oppose gender equality, or 
demonise LGBT+ people.

However, it should be of no surprise that many conservative reactions 
toward certain emancipatory proposals follow a similar ideological script. 
The aim of this chapter was to explicate this underlying ideological log-
ic of the conservative response to “gender”, and specifically to ascertain 
how the conspiratorial combat concept of “gender ideology” functions in 
this narrative. We have seen that it serves as a powerful discursive tool of 
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Othering, that the ideological function of the concept is to forewarn of 
an immense threat to children, families, and the values that underpin the 
enduring social order, spurred by an alleged elite-driven left-wing ideo-
logical plot in favour of an undeserving minority. It is the concept’s discur-
sive versatility that has allowed it to migrate easily from its early religious 
origins. Its affinity with far-right and extremist discourse then facilitated 
its wider propagation until it ultimately became normalised as part of the 
mainstream debate (Paternotte, 2023). In Slovakia, the concept of “gen-
der ideology” has since been successfully used to mobilise against rights 
for same-sex couples, reproductive health rights, gender mainstreaming 
and sexual education policies, and finally, to successfully scuttle the rati-
fication process of the Istanbul Convention (Maďarová & Hardoš, 2022). 
And though its use has been waning in the years after the COVID pan-
demic, the concept’s career as an instrument of political illiberalism seems 
far from over, as further attempts to amend the Slovak constitution in line 
with “national identity” have again targeted LGBT+ people and intend to 
enshrine binary biological sex in the document, thus protecting Slovakia 
from a dangerous “progressive ideology” (cf. Steuer, 2025).
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10. The Jewish Doctor: Anti-Abortion 
Campaigns, Othering, and the 
Mainstreaming of the Far Right in 
Slovakia from the 1930s to the 2010s

Miloslav Szabó

Introduction

The restriction of women’s abortion rights has been one of the most ubiq-
uitous topics in Slovak politics since 2000. Between 2003 and 2015, mem-
bers of the Slovak Parliament, mostly of Christian faith, made a total of 
six proposals to amend the 1987 liberal law. After 2018 they were joined 
by Marian Kotleba’s extreme right People’s Party Our Slovakia (Ľudová 
strana Naše Slovensko, ĽSNS). The number of proposed amendments to 
the existing law has increased in intensity, with 18 proposals submitted in 
the three years between April 2018 and May 2021 (Vyhľadávanie v parla-
mentných tlačiach). However, these proposals, which sought to restrict 
women’s existing access to abortion up to 12 weeks of pregnancy without 
providing a reason, failed to win majority approval in the National Assem-
bly of the Slovak Republic (Národná rada Slovenskej republiky, NR SR).

Such new controversies on the Slovak political scene, verbalised by 
anti-abortion campaigns, are generally tied to a religious-ethical empha-
sis on the family and its “protection” from allegedly corrosive influences, 
often attributed to the LGBT+ movement and “progressivism” or “lib-
eralism” in general. These tendencies have recently been contextualised 
as manifestations of the so-called culture war, i.e. a polarising political 
dispute over fundamental “value” issues (Barša et al., 2021). In a Slovak 
context, these efforts have been aimed at opposing the legalisation of 
same-sex unions and the Istanbul Convention on violence against wom-
en (Vargovčíková, 2021).

At the same time, the national and Christian model calls for the res-
toration of “traditional” cultural belonging, in opposition to competing 
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civilisational spheres, namely “Islam” and in turn, paradoxically, the 
European Union’s alleged efforts to impose divisive multiculturalism 
and levelling universalism. It is precisely the campaigns against abor-
tion that signal the moment in which ethics become entangled in the 
snares of ideology: moral rigor in the spirit of religious commandments 
(“Thou shalt not kill!”) is intertwined here with nationalist pronatalism 
(averting “national death” by encouraging birth rates), both of which are 
accompanied by overtly racist, anti-immigration rhetoric (the flip side of 
white extinction/death is the welcoming of/domination by immigrants 
of colour). From the perspective of the targets of these campaigns, it is 
difficult to identify the dominant moment here and to ascertain when 
the “line has been crossed”. Therein lies the potential danger of these 
campaigns, which often blur the distinction between conservatism and 
right-wing extremism.

This shift in the far-right’s strategy from the extreme (neo-Nazi) to 
the merely illiberal radical right, a process which Paul Hainsworth (2000) 
and more recently Cas Mudde (2019) have called “normalisation” or 
“mainstreaming”, is the main focus of this study. It can be very clearly 
observed in the example of ĽSNS. Kotleba, a former teacher, entered 
politics after the turn of the millennium as a member and subsequent 
leader of the extreme-right party Slovak Community (Slovenská pospoli-
tosť), which adopted the legacy of interwar fascism but was soon dis-
banded by the authorities due to their call to replace democracy with 
a corporatist system (Drábik 2022). Kotleba subsequently took over the 
marginal “Friends of Wine” party, which he renamed ĽSNS, and at the 
head of which he managed to win the local elections in 2013 when he ran 
for governor in Banská Bystrica, defeating the government candidate. 
This development came in the context of the 2015 “refugee crisis”, which 
secured a place for his party in the NR SR in the February 2016 elections. 
He reaped the same success four years later (Vražda, 2020). However, 
Kotleba is currently in crisis: he was convicted for promoting neo-Nazi 
symbols and a faction of ĽSNS has splintered off and even overshad-
owed the parent party, under the name Republic (Republika); in 2024 
the party won two seats in the European Parliament, and according to 
opinion polls it is headed for the NR SR.

The secret of Kotleba’s success has preoccupied the minds of polit-
ical scientists to this day. While some see it simply as a (partial) victo-
ry of lingering ethnic nationalism or ethno-populism over the principles 
of a tenuous Slovak-style parliamentary democracy (Harris, 2019), others 
stress the impact of ground-level work in underdeveloped regions, which 
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has improved the image of radicals railing against the Roma. While the 
success of 2013 would have been impossible without the agenda and 
propaganda marked by antigypsyism, in 2016 the demonstrations against 
migrants and corrupt elites—as well as the populist promises of social 
justice for the “hungry valleys” in the border regions in the north, east 
and south of Slovakia, plagued with high unemployment—played a hand 
in the party’s success (Voda et al., 2021; Khazarski, 2019).

Nevertheless, the political success brought about a shift in how ĽSNS 
and its leader presented themselves. Antisemitism, domestic fascist as 
well as neo-Nazi symbolism receded in favour of a national-conservative 
image symbolised by the emblem of the Christian cross, displayed for 
admiration by several members of ĽSNS. The party adopted the slogan 
“decency and fairness”, which was supposed to counter the criminali-
ty and corruption of the established parties.  This “normalisation” of 
the Slovak far-right, according to historian Nina Paulovičová (2020, 
pp. 192–193), lies in that 

Kotleba and his followers reach out to the potential electorate while attaching 
normalised, i.e., publicly accepted and valued signifiers such as decency, res-
cuing, protecting, and caring to problematic signifiers such as racism, ethnic 
and religious hatred, illiberalism, and anti-systemness. As a decent nation of 
altruists and protectors of the socially weak, Slovaks, in the rhetoric of the 
ĽSNS, represent part of a new identity parcel of Slovaks as a “proud nation”.

For Paulovičová (2020, p. 182), the same is true of “gender issues”, 
where younger-generation ĽSNS (now Republika) politicians like 
Milan Mazurek highlight the values of traditional masculinity, female 
chastity, and family, which are allegedly threatened by Western liber-
alism and “sexually degenerate” Muslim refugees. At the same time, 
Paulovičová stresses that the alternative to the “rotten West” is not sim-
ply Slovak ethno-nationalism, but the “transnational” project of Pan-
Slavism, which supposedly guarantees the Slovaks collective security 
and civilisational superiority.

In this chapter, the concept of the “normalisation” or “mainstream-
ing” of the far-right is used to illuminate the ambivalent process of Other-
ing manifested in the transformation of enemy images during the appar-
ent shift of ĽSNS from a movement of outspoken neo-Nazis to a party 
of “respectable” neoconservative nationalists. Although the traditional 
images of the enemy—“Gypsies”, Hungarians, and Jews—never disap-
peared from the ideological imagination of ĽSNS and its representatives 
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(Paulovicova, 2020, pp. 189–191), they were overshadowed during the 
2015 migration crisis by Islamophobia and the demonisation of liberal-
ism and the West as the destroyers of, namely Slavic, nations. This new 
constellation also informs the context of the gender agenda adopted by 
ĽSNS during its first term in the NR SR: anti-abortion campaigns and 
the corresponding legislative initiatives. In order to sufficiently grasp this 
development, it is not enough to combine the analytical tools provided 
by the theories of populism or social psychology, where the processes 
of “enmification” are understood as projections of “a hidden, internal 
enemy, vague social groups, and international institutions” (Gerő et al., 
2017, p. 32). As (not only) the Slovak case shows, in addition to the new 
out-group of Muslim migrants, there is the transformation of the image 
of the internal enemy, which in Central Eastern Europe of the 19th and 
20th centuries was traditionally reserved for the Jews. The new concept of 
culture wars, in this case the anti-abortion campaigns, which the radical 
right and many conservatives are co-opting as the new Holocaust, appears 
to be very apt here: these actors are at once questioning the victimhood 
of a real genocide and deflecting accusations of intolerance and endorse-
ment of political violence by pointing to the alleged complicity of West-
ern(-oriented) liberals and progressives in moral or even literal “murder”.

If we want to understand the mechanisms of this process using the 
example of the culture war on abortion, we must first go back in time, 
specifically to the fascist politics of the wartime Slovak state (1939–1945). 
In this time, anti-abortion polemics did not only target the international 
and Czechoslovak left and liberals, but also focused on the subversive 
influence of Jews, specifically Jewish doctors. The current polemics of 
the Slovak far-right, however, are diametrically opposed to the historical 
discourse in that they relativise this image of the enemy—at least on the 
surface. In doing so, they position themselves within the broader current 
of the global right, which—not least as a result of the Western absolutisa-
tion of the Holocaust as a paradigmatic crime against humanity—seeks 
to defeat liberalism using its own weapons: by usurping moral superior-
ity and reversing the roles of victim and perpetrator. This is why I situate 
this specific Slovak development within the context of global Catholi-
cism and the US culture war. The fact that this transnational approach is 
not an end in itself is evidenced by the references to American discourse 
made by contemporary Slovak extremists in their polemics against abor-
tion (Buzalka, 2021, pp. 113–114). 

These conceptualisations provide us with the appropriate tools for 
analysing the mechanisms of Othering that have accompanied the 
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mainstreaming of right-wing radicalism in Slovakia over the past years. 
The empirical materials primarily take the form of parliamentary speech-
es made by ĽSNS MPs when proposing bills to restrict anti-abortion 
legislation.

Jewish Doctor I: Abortions and a demographic threat 
in the interwar Czechoslovak Republic  
and the wartime Slovak State

Abortion as a policy appeared in Slovakia during the interwar period 
(Nešťáková, 2023, pp. 9–75). Democratisation in the First Czechoslovak 
Republic (ČSR) incited proposals to relax the strict ban on abortion to 
make their way into Parliament. Although none of these proposals were 
successful, the very fact that they were put forward by socialist parties 
and their female MPs sparked moral indignation among the right (Fein-
berg, 2007, pp. 129–158). In the Slovak part of the Czechoslovak Repub-
lic, politicians and representatives of the Catholic and nationalist Hlinka 
Slovak People’s Party (Hlinkova slovenská ľudová strana, HSĽS) took 
up the issue. In line with the conspiratorial fantasies of “Judeobolshe-
vism”, they equated the left-wing actors in the political fight against the 
ban on abortion with secularised Czechs, and especially with subversive 
Jews. The HSĽS newspaper Slovák crafted a conspiracy between the out-
reach campaigns of social democratic politicians like Betty Karpíšková—
who, admittedly, made no secret of her militant anticlericalism—and Jew-
ish women, and Jewish doctors, purportedly colluding to undermine the 
fertility of God-fearing Slovak women (Szabó, 2020, pp. 33–37). 

The anti-socialist, nationalist, and antisemitic campaigns against—
in today’s  terminology—the pro-choice movement, took place in the 
context of a demographic panic, according to which Slovaks faced the 
same fate as their Czech neighbours, where the birth rate was dramati-
cally declining. Pronatalism therefore became the imperative of the day. 
These debates took place in the context of the eugenics movement and 
its demands for the improvement of genetic qualities, not least through 
artificial interventions led by sterilisation and abortion. Pope Pius XI, 
in his encyclical Casti connubii (1930), subjected these interventions 
to fundamental scrutiny. However, the Vatican did not outright reject 
eugenics at the time, which inspired the Catholic eugenics movement in 
Central Europe (Szabó, 2020, pp. 42–47). The so-called positive eugen-
ics were not intended to breed a healthy and powerful nation through 
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state interference in reproductive functions, but was to use exclusively 
natural means: by increasing the birth rate. To this end, it was necessary 
to both improve the financial situation of the family and also to suppress 
abortion altogether.

HSĽS propagandists blamed Jews for abortions—specifically Jewish 
doctors—who had been supposedly overrepresented in Slovakia since 
the 19th century. Slovak state propaganda underlined the alleged role of 
Jewish doctors in performing abortions and in the demographic deterio-
ration of the nation, as articulated by politically active Catholic priests. 
Shortly after the establishment of the Slovak state in 1939, the regime 
limited the number of Jewish doctors in proportion with the total Jew-
ish population of Slovakia. The People’s Party defended this measure 
by accusing Jewish doctors of corrupt abortion practices, which they 
admonished as sinfully guilty for going against the Christian religion 
and the Slovak nation (Szabó, 2020, p. 37).

Jozef Jánoš, a parish priest in Brestovany, did not stop looking for the 
culprit behind the “death of the nation” even after the Slovak Parliament 
passed the Act for the Protection of the Foetus in 1941, which banned 
abortion and all contraception without exception. In a radio broadcast, 
Jánoš regaled his listeners with apocalyptic images of doom that are inev-
itably brought about, in any age, by the disintegration of marriage and 
the unwillingness to produce children. However, Jánoš was primarily 
concerned with the present and the recent past. The enemies of popula-
tion growth were identified as atheism and liberalism, which he conflated 
with mere indulgence. Like many other Catholic clergymen, Jánoš con-
sidered liberalism to be embodied by the conspiracy of the Freemasons 
and the Jews. It is said that the “Freemasonic doctors” founded “a society 
to prevent the expansion of mankind” in 1877. It was allegedly headed 
by a woman who at a meeting in 1910: “proudly proclaimed: Since the 
Society has been in existence, some twenty-five million children have 
been prevented from being born” (Szabó, 2020, p. 55).

Jánoš believed that throughout the twenty-year existence of the First 
Czechoslovak Republic, half a million “Slovak children” were allegedly 
murdered in this manner. In Germany, where the number of abortions 
reached two million a year, this development was only thwarted by Adolf 
Hitler, according to Jánoš. Jánoš was likely unaware that abortion was 
banned in Nazi Germany and punished much more severely than in 
Slovakia, albeit only in the case of “valuable” racial material. The state 
reserved the right to interfere with the natural order of God for eugenic 
reasons. Jánoš preferred the Catholic version of “natural selection”.
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Abortion legislation in socialist Czechoslovakia in 1957 (Nešťáková, 
2023, pp. 174–187), in the absence of freedom of speech, meant there 
could be no public debate, let alone a polemic in the sense of a reli-
gious-nationalist “culture war”. In the Stalinist 1950s, the Catholic 
Church in Czechoslovakia was under the control of the so-called Peace 
Movement of the Catholic Clergy, headed by Czechoslovak People’s Par-
ty politician and Catholic priest Josef Plojhar, who also happened to be 
the Minister of Health tasked with signing the abortion law. This fact 
was not forgotten, and the dissenting church in Slovakia was still using 
it in 1986 to explain the “trauma” of the church hierarchy “on this issue”. 
Representatives of the alternative underground church sent a letter of 
protest to the Prime Minister of the Slovak Socialist Republic, Peter 
Colotka, which was signed by 6500 believers. In the letter, they opposed 
the draft law on abortion decrying that “tens of thousands to hundreds 
of thousands more children will die before they are born” (List predse-
dovi vlády, 1986, p. 21). Their argument is dominated by an emphasis 
on the rights of the unborn at the expense of the rights of women, whom 
they vilify as being irresponsible and overly reliant on others:

Human life begins at conception. There are numerous organisations and laws 
in our country to protect plant life, animal life, the environment, etc. Only 
human life, the defenceless human foetus, is to be outside legal protection, and 
its fate is to be decided only by its often irresponsible or unwitting mother? 
The loss of legal protection for a conceived human being will have a serious 
impact on social relations, will lead to an even more irresponsible attitude 
to sexual life, will result in a loss of respect for life, especially among young 
people, and in the future will lead to the moral destruction of our national and 
state community (List predsedovi vlády, 1986, pp. 21–22). 

 
Arguments of population decline or growth, supposedly contingent on 
the legality of abortion, have seemingly receded into the background; 
however, they have not disappeared entirely, as suggested by the pur-
ported consequences that these legal changes pose for the nation and the 
state. These arguments re-emerged after 2000 when controversies were 
stoked surrounding the legality of abortion in Slovakia. Although the 
whole dispute was framed within human rights discourse (the constitu-
tionality of the current abortion law was decided by the Constitutional 
Court in 2007), the irreconcilability of positions characteristic of this cul-
ture war was already being manifested at that time. It did not take long 
for apocalyptic scenarios of mass murder to appear, using the metaphors 
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of genocide and the Holocaust. Such prophecies were in accordance with 
the global currents that emerged in the second half of the 20th century.

Abortion as the new Holocaust? Aporias of the Slovak 
pro-life movement at the turn of the new millennium 

In the USA, apocalyptic discourse established itself as a  masculine 
domain in the 1970s in the context of the anti-abortion debate, which 
escalated in the 1990s in the form of terrorist attacks on abortion clinics 
and abortion providers. The targets were predominantly of Jewish ori-
gin, and as overt antisemitism was tabooed in light of the Shoah, attacks 
against Jewish doctors were justified with accusations of a new Holo-
caust (Mason, 2002, pp. 171–179).  Right-wing extremists—often with 
a  fundamentalist Protestant background—were thus able to draw on 
Catholic discourse (Williams, 2019, p. 38). But while Catholic discourse 
draws parallels between abortion and genocide (or the Holocaust par-
adigm) to emphatically condemn artificial interventions in the natural 
order, the extreme right uses these parallels to cast itself in the role of the 
victim, or more precisely, to reverse the roles of victim and perpetrator. 
The analogies with the Holocaust are intended, on the one hand, to show 
that abortion is an instrument of “white genocide,” i.e., the extermina-
tion of the master race, and, on the other hand, to suggest that by lying 
about Auschwitz, its perpetrators, i.e., the Jews, are diverting attention 
away from their own crimes. 

Nevertheless, this apocalyptic rhetoric was not limited to the actors 
and sympathizers of anti-abortion terrorism, but also characterizes 
one of the foundational documents of Catholic discourse on abortion, 
Pope John Paul II’s 1995 encyclical Evangelium Vitae. This encyclical 
juxtaposes the “culture of life” and the “culture of death”, the latter 
being ascribed to an “objective” conspiracy of dark forces against “life” 
(Mason, 2002, p. 168) by the authors of the encyclical.

However, neither denying the Holocaust nor framing abortions as 
a manifestation of the “culture of death” can be seen as the exclusive 
argumentative advantage of equating abortion with genocide. What is 
equally important for both racist and religious discourse are the human-
ist and democratic implications: 

In claiming that abortion is a holocaust of the unborn, or a new genocide, pro-
life politics thus seem to some extent to be linked to anti-racist and anti-fascist 
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campaigns. […] An awareness of abortion as genocide requires an acknowl-
edgment of the unborn as a group persecuted, like blacks or Jews, as a racial 
or religious minority (Mason, 2002, p. 140). 

What we have here is masculinity, more or less openly apocalyptic activ-
ism, xenophobia, and an at least latent antisemitism, all masquerading 
as a struggle against injustice towards one’s own nation or race, executed 
via abortion and other alleged instruments of genocide. However, none 
of this is confined to the US of the last third of the 20th century. While in 
the new millennium, pro-life terrorism may be on the wane in its place of 
origin, narratives of threats to the demographic balance of nation-states, 
impending population decline, and the need to support domestic birth 
rates, have been spreading on a global scale (Mason, 2019). Before we 
look at how this discourse was reflected in the arguments of the Slovak 
far-right, let us examine how the parallels between abortion and geno-
cide first entered mainstream Slovak discourse.

In 2011 the Journalists for Life initiative was founded in Slovakia, 
and issued a call on its website to stop abortion. The signatories—con-
servative journalists joined by lawyer and later presidential candidate for 
the Slovak Republic Radoslav Procházka, and politicians such as later 
Prime Minister Igor Matovič—justified their call to action by arguing 
for the right to life and stating that since the adoption of the communist 
law of 1957, “more than 1,300,000 unborn children have fallen victim to 
abortion in Slovakia” (Novinári za život, 2011). Martin Hanus, one of 
the petition’s leading signatories, attributed the legalisation of abortion 
in the Western world to the era of the criminal totalitarian regimes of the 
20th century and their policies of mass murder. Although he refrained 
from making any direct analogies, he believed the consequences to be 
the same, because “by legalising abortion, Western civilisation has not 
moved away from them [totalitarian regimes, author’s note], but rather 
closer to them” (Hanus, 2003).

Such blanket accusations of liberal Western civilisation are only 
a small step away from distorted historical analogies to genocide, espe-
cially the Holocaust, the commemoration of which took place alongside 
Slovakia’s integration into Western structures (Sniegon, 2014). At an 
official level, such analogies were paradoxically instigated by the oppo-
nents of conservatives. In 2015, a group of Christian MPs in the NR SR 
re-introduced a bill to tighten abortion laws, which was even to punish 
women for terminating pregnancies. This was in response to the Referen-
dum on the Family and the so-called March for Life, announced by the 
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Alliance for the Family in Slovakia and which mobilised the pro-life camp 
(Vargovčíková, 2021, pp. 218–219). One of the men who introduced the 
bill, Jozef Mikloško (2015) of the Christian Democratic Party, played 
a numbers game of outlandish proportions regarding abortion victims:

Indeed, in 42 years, there have been 1.72 billion abortions worldwide. There 
were 46 million in 1995 and 42 million in 2003. So, of about 22 pregnancies, 
a fifth ended in this manner. This is a drastic comparison, it’s not off the top 
of my head, but I use it occasionally: it’s as if 235 large airliners crashed every 
day, each with 466 babies on board. If one crashed, we’d definitely notice. 
235 of them crash! […] In the 41 years of totalitarianism, for example, there 
were 5,080 criminal and 8,300 political murders in the ČSSR [Czechoslovak 
Socialist Republic], there were 79 thousand deaths in car accidents. And 
in the last 21 years of totalitarianism, i.e., as of November 1989, there were 
1,785,000 abortions. There have been about 1.36 million of them in Slovakia so 
far, that’s one in four babies. The peak was in 1988, when there were 51 thou-
sand, that’s 70 per hundred births.

Juraj Miškov, a member of the neoliberal party Freedom and Solidarity 
(Sloboda a solidarita), responded to these calculations. He described 
the bill’s sponsors as “holy warriors” who are waging a “holy war” and 
have decided to take their “Catholic jihad” to the parliamentary floor. 
According to Miškov (2015), their aim was not only to restrict rights and 
unconstitutionally impose a particularist ideology on all citizens of the 
state, but to return to the (clerical) fascist past under a new guise:

In conclusion, it wasn’t that long ago in the first half of the 1940s that cer-
tain people had the ability to impose their morality onto others and legislate 
accordingly. As you will remember, that was the period of the Slovak state, 
and these people were able to very accurately identify those who were inferior, 
those who did not conform to their morals and other criteria. The result of 
their efforts is now referred to by history as the Holocaust.

Miškov was probably not familiar with the debates and arguments of 
Catholic opponents of abortion in the USA and elsewhere, otherwise he 
would not have allotted his opponent in the culture war the opportunity 
to make counter-arguments by using analogies between the “murder of 
the unborn” and the paradigm of modern genocide. Mikloško, under-
standably, was quick to retort: “Well, he mentioned the Holocaust, the 
Slovak state, I was hoping he would also mention the Crusaders and the 
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Inquisition, so if 1.72 billion people are not born, then it’s a holocaust, 
I have to admit that too” (Mikloško, 2015). 

Distorted analogies between abortion and the Holocaust had spo-
radically appeared among Slovak pro-lifers for some time before this 
parliamentary controversy. Some of them appealed to collective memory, 
which, following Slovakia’s accession to the European Union, focused 
on the remembrance of the Holocaust (Szabó, 2020, pp. 110–112). Anton 
Chromík (2018) of the Alliance for the Family, who was behind the failed 
2015 Referendum on the Family, went even further by naming the per-
petrator of this alleged genocide: the “ideology of liberalism”, and thus 
evoked an apocalyptic atmosphere of irreconcilable struggle: 

The most murderous ideology in Slovakia was neither fascism nor commu-
nism. The highest number of innocent victims is owed to a new offshoot of 
previous ideologies, the ideology of liberalism, which has taken the lives of the 
most innocent children. In this rampage, throughout the 50 years of legalised 
abortion, more than 1 million 360 thousand children have died in Slovakia, 
that is, about one in four children. […] The bloodiest battlefields in the world 
have become the wombs of mothers, where most innocent victims die because 
of selfishness and blindness. These battlefields remain scorched places where 
new life is scarcely born.

Who is the fascist here? Narrative strategies of ĽSNS 
in parliamentary debates in 2018–2020 

Despite the deplorable analogies of abortion to the Holocaust, most 
Slovak conservative pro-lifers were not primarily responding to a demo-
graphic panic. Certainly, the migration of refugees in 2015 caused many 
to fear population decline and the “Great Replacement”; even Mikloško 
(2015) did not miss the chance to indulge in his apocalyptic vision of the 
decline of European civilisation: 

So, rich Europe is dying out, we can see that. In 2003 there were 4.3 million 
abortions in Europe, and we are in danger of what the statistics predict: that 
in 2100, there will be 14 non-Europeans for every European. This refugee phe-
nomenon, which is now very strong, is very much evidence.

This claim was further elucidated by Mikloško’s colleague from the par-
liamentary club of the Christian Democrats, Marián Kvasnička, when 
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he spoke of the “demographic suicide” which “has drawn in thousands 
of migrants who go after our prosperity, happiness and other things, 
not knowing that these undeserved gifts are redeemed with the blood of 
the young and the innocent” (Kvasnička, 2015). Nevertheless, Kvasnička 
did not believe in a possible turnaround and considered the 2015 bill to 
restrict abortion to be “the swan song of the Christian minority in Slova-
kia” (Kvasnička, 2015).

Mikloško, Kvasnička and other conservatives clearly lacked the heroic 
determination of the millenarian fighters that defined Kotleba and other 
members of his ĽSNS. After being elected into Parliament in early 2016, 
their strategy changed: they stopped besieging Roma settlements and 
started masquerading as “decent” neoconservative nationalists in ill-fit-
ting jackets. When they introduced their own proposal to tighten the lib-
eral abortion law in Parliament during the mid-term elections, a wave of 
opposition emerged among the critical public, further inflamed by the 
politicising Catholic priest Marian Kuffa, a fervent fighter against “gender 
ideology” (his brother Štefan Kuffa was one of the MPs who introduced 
what had been the latest anti-abortion bill in 2015).  With the exception of 
Marian Kuffa, together with the aforementioned pro-lifer Chromík, who 
asked Catholics to support the bill, MPs from all parties except ĽSNS 
ignored the debate on the proposal. While their gesture may have been 
understandable in the context of the political struggle of the day, if we 
want to understand the motivations and narrative strategies of the far-
right figures who presented the anti-abortion bill, it is worth skimming 
through the minutes of the May 28 and 29 2018 meetings of the NR SR.

The author (or authors) of the explanatory memorandum for the bill 
prohibiting abortion without reason is primarily an emotional appeal 
and invokes the rights enshrined in the Constitution even for “the small-
est and weakest, who cannot defend themselves even by crying” (Návrh 
poslancov, 2018). Such an argument indeed resists refutation, though 
it does contain other undertones. The bill is thus part of a much larger 
ideological controversy. The authors clearly identify the culprits behind 
the decline in morality, which is said to be the result of women’s  lax 
attitudes to pregnancy, namely “decades of the ideology of Bolshevik 
materialism and, subsequently, liberal egoism” (Návrh poslancov, 2018). 
The restriction of “abortion policy” is then framed using ecological and 
human rights activism (“the protection of the rights of various often arti-
ficially excluded minorities”) (Návrh poslancov, 2018).

To understand the ideological framework in which the bill operates, 
the most important are the expressly stated motives for tightening the 
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“abortion policy”, namely the “negative demographic development in 
the Slovak Republic” (Návrh poslancov, 2018). As in the case of Mik-
loško, Hanus and Chromík, the report is an ominous one: 

In total, more than 1,249,000 children have been killed as a result of abortion 
on the territory of Slovakia in the last 50 years [since 1967, sic]! That is almost 
a quarter of the Slovak population! (Návrh poslancov, 2018). 

Here, the bill proposed by Kotleba’s party leaves the sphere of ethics 
and enters the domain of population policy. The future of Slovakia and 
“true” Slovaks are at stake, and not only because of the pay-as-you-go 
pension system which requires a sufficiently large working population. 
For Kotleba and his comrades, the Western European model is not the 
way out, on the contrary: 

The solution to this demographic crisis does not lie in replacing the missing pop-
ulation with immigrants from Africa, which is what liberal politicians and advo-
cates of a multicultural society are pushing us towards (Návrh poslancov, 2018). 

In the same breath and in a conspiratorial spirit, liberal politicians and 
advocates of multiculturalism are accused of promoting the liberalisa-
tion of abortion because they profit from it (“abortion tourism”).

There is not a hint of religious reasoning in this entire line of argu-
mentation. The frame of reference is exclusively a polemic against lib-
eralism and its allegedly irresponsible or even murderous population 
policies. For the authors of the bill, human life is clearly not of value in 
itself nor as a work of God, but only in relation to the community, to the 
nation, to its biological foundations.

Nevertheless, here we are dealing with an apocalyptic scenario of 
national and indirectly also civilisational decline. Kotleba, in his one-
and-a-half-hour presentation of the bill to an empty Parliament, elabo-
rated these apocalyptic visions even further. He divided all countries of 
the world into those that prohibit abortion and have a great future ahead 
of them and those that permit abortion and are therefore plunging into 
ruin. He forewarned that Western civilisation would suffer the fate of 
ancient Rome, which had “degenerated”. Slovakia, he said, thanks to 
the “extremely liberal system”, was living through the worst period of 
its history to date, and if it failed to recover, “maybe in 200, 300, 400, 
500 years they will talk about Slovakia, the Slovak nation, and Slovak 
politicians in the same way as we talk about the Roman Empire today” 
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(Kotleba, 2018). Unlike the explanatory memorandum, Kotleba’s speech 
also invoked “the Lord God”, who alone can decide “about life and 
death”. However, unlike Christian Democrats Mikloško and Kvasnička, 
the leader of ĽSNS would not stand down and vehemently spoke out 
against the conspiracy of pro-choice activists and the allegedly bribed 
media. Kotleba’s calls for activism were meant to show that his party was 
the only right-wing force capable of taking action, namely to prevent the 
decline of the nation and civilisation. In his final speech, Kotleba (2018) 
styled himself in the role of a holy warrior fighting against a demonic 
enemy and as the saviour of conservatism:

And that conservative society that doesn’t want to be aggressive, that doesn’t 
want to be extremist, that when somebody bangs on the table thinks they’re 
a fascist, that conservative society will kick up its heels and slowly, slowly, slowly 
we will retreat, we will retreat, and eventually we will find that in the course of 
20 to 30 years we have completely lost almost everything that those conservative 
groups wanted to fight for in the beginning. Just because they were lukewarm, 
just because they were scared […]. But you don’t win battles and wars with such 
fighters. And the fact that we are at war with the liberals is probably clear to 
everyone. But you don’t win these kinds of battles, these kinds of conflicts, with 
such wimps, and whoever is afraid, shouldn’t go into the woods.

Kotleba saw the fight and war against liberalism as the only solution. 
This also extended to other agents purportedly conspiring against the 
traditional values of the nation and religion, whose victims were said to 
be unborn children. In line with the Islamophobia which ĽSNS adopted 
in the context of the 2015 refugee crisis, the fight against abortion has 
assumed a similar trajectory. In the party’s bulletin, the Newspaper of the 
People’s Party of Our Slovakia, published on the occasion of the Nation-
al March for Life in 2019, the only topic other than abortion was the com-
memoration of September 11, 1683, “when our ancestors, with the help 
of the Virgin Mary, stopped the Muslim invasion and attempted con-
quest of Europe at the Battle of Vienna” (September 11, 2019). The tell-
ing and kitsch illustration of the crusaders is complemented with a quote 
by Mazurek, who fabricated stories about mass rapes by “immigrants” 
on New Year’s Eve in Cologne in 2015; this, along with hateful anti-Ro-
ma statements, ended up costing him his parliamentary mandate (Milan 
Mazurek, 2019). The message behind the constructions of these imag-
es is clear: aggressive foreigners, i.e., Muslims, supposedly imposed on 
Slovaks by a government beholden to supranational institutions instead 
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of murdered unborn children, go on to rape white women that aspire to 
be chaste Christian saints; the protection of these women is now in the 
hands of the modern-day crusaders of ĽSNS.  

The reference to “Freemasons” in Kotleba’s speech reveals that he 
was drawing on the old familiar conspiratorial arsenal of the European 
and American radical right of the 19th and 20th centuries. Jews were 
dominant in these musings, but they were also mentioned in other, seem-
ingly positive contexts by the ĽSNS MPs in the debate on the abortion 
bill. Negative references to Jews appear only in the context of Kotle-
ba’s claims that liberalism combines “the worst of socialism, the worst of 
fascism, the worst of Zionism […]” (Kotleba, 2018). Once again, compar-
isons were made between abortion and the genocide of the Jews, which 
did not openly deny the Holocaust, but which, by tinkering with the 
numbers of victims, relativised it. For example, the ĽSNS deputy Ras-
tislav Schlosár (2018) claimed that

According to historians, 6 million Jews were murdered in Nazi Europe 
between 1941 and 1945, i.e., within five years, during the Holocaust. Today, in 
the 21st century, 21 million people are murdered every five years in abortions 
in democratic Europe, three times more than during the Jewish Holocaust. 
I ask, how is today’s so-called democratic Europe better than Nazi Germany? 
What is the difference between the two? While the Nazis murdered members 
of inferior races, the so-called democrats are now murdering unborn children 
on an even greater scale, who are also inferior to them in comparison with the 
children and adults who have already been born.

While it may appear to be the case, this is not an example of mere dem-
agoguery. On the contrary, it is a strategy of far-right mainstreaming. 
ĽSNS seeks to delegitimize the principles of liberal democracy by sug-
gesting ties to the criminal regimes of Nazism and Communism in the 
hopes of weakening the democratic convictions of at least some con-
servatives. Accusations of fascism have become a weapon of choice in 
the Slovak culture war in recent years, both on liberal and conservative 
fronts; it is therefore unsurprising that it has not evaded the abortion 
controversy. Already in 2003, conservative publicist Hanus (2003) posed 
the following question in connection with abortion: “who is actually the 
fascist here?”, implicitly referring to the pro-abortionists, who, according 
to him and other signatories of the Journalists for Life petition, have 
claimed the lives of more than a million innocent victims in half a cen-
tury. Such culture-war polemics form the backbone of a rather blunt 
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statement made by MP Schlosár (2018) several years later: “A lot of peo-
ple think that liberalism in these moral, ethical and moral issues is rooted 
in some kind of democracy, but in fact it is rooted in the harshest totali-
tarianism […]”, i.e., Bolshevism. 

This same reasoning prompted another ĽSNS MP, Natália Gausová 
(2018), to claim that

National Socialism is left wing, it was left wing. International socialism, the 
Bolshevism of the Soviet Union, was left wing, and fascism, these are left-wing 
ideologies, and fascism is […] a far-left ideology. 

The hypocrisy of liberals is said to manifest itself in the fact that they 
grant rights to animals and wildlife, while they have no qualms with 
killing the unborn and thus commit the “genocide of a nation”. During 
a subsequent parliamentary debate, MP Mazurek (current member of 
ĽSNS splinter party Republika and Member of the European Parlia-
ment) accentuated this pseudo-emancipatory, and in fact illiberal, rhet-
oric by wearing an “All Lives Matter” T-shirt to distance himself from 
the “false” emancipatory agenda of movements like Black Lives Matter, 
which are supposedly as destructive as totalitarianism. Mazurek (2020), 
who has a demonstrably neo-Nazi past and was caught berating Muslim 
women and children, was trying to style himself as a true philanthropist, 
thanks to his fiery defence of unborn children against the supposedly 
totalitarian and murderous liberalism:

Not only black people, but also white, yellow, orange, green, brown, whatever, 
but also—and this is extremely important—the lives of unborn children, mat-
ter. And they matter much more than our lives, because they cannot defend 
themselves. Me, when somebody attacks me, me when somebody decides to 
tear me apart, as the doctor does to that aborted child, I can and will defend 
myself, but that child doesn’t have that option.

Mazurek, in this role of protector of the innocent and defenceless, felt 
morally armed enough to strike back in this culture war against the lib-
eral opponents. He responded to the criticism of liberal MP Juraj Krúpa 
who called this division of society into us and them “fascism”:

[…] that it is fascist to want to ban abortion […]. After all, it was the Nazis, the 
fascists and the communists, Lenin who introduced abortion in the 1920s, it 
was Hitler who introduced abortion for inferior races! Is this where we want 
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to go back to, to the old Sparta where they threw babies off cliffs when they 
were genetically defective or didn’t look the way the Spartans wanted them to 
look? After all, just the opposite is true, after all, this is a completely anti-Nazi, 
anti-fascist bill! And the fact that this man [Krúpa, author’s note] does not see 
this and that he can put together such outlandish absurdities and present them 
here as a member of the National Council, as chairman of the committee, is 
simply incredible. You can have reservations against us, you can accuse us of 
anything, but to say this is fascist is not only a dehumanisation of the subject, it is 
a dehumanisation of the person who simply utters such an absurd vulgarity […].

Jewish Doctor II: Othering, mainstreaming  
and the transfer of the global culture war

In the debates surrounding the proposals put forth by ĽSNS to tighten the 
abortion law, a quasi-philosemitic motive appears in addition to the dem-
agoguery co-opting the memento of racism and the Holocaust. In light of 
the Othering that accompanied the anti-abortion campaigns during the 
wartime Slovak state, it is particularly telling that Slovak pro-lifers have 
adopted the narrative of the repentant Jewish doctor. This is the story of 
American Bernard Nathanson, a former abortion-rights activist who later 
changed his mind and became one of the most famous faces of the pro-
life camp. Nathanson credited his conversion to the use of sonography, 
which he said allowed him to see what was happening to the foetus during 
an abortion. He transposed this experience into visual form: his videos 
“A Silent Scream” and “Eclipse of Reason” have become argumentative 
staples for pro-life activists in the US and elsewhere. As many critics have 
pointed out, what is more essential than the enlarged, sped-up and oth-
erwise manipulated footage is Nathanson’s commentary, which depicts 
abortion as a horror story in the style of late 19th-century gothic novels:

Like gothic fiction […] gothic accounts of abortion produce violated victims 
(desperate women or innocent fetuses) and perverse villains (“back-alley” 
abortionists or legal abortion providers), invite identification with the victims 
to excite fear and horror and to provoke outrage at the villains, and then call 
for life-saving intervention. By eliciting intense emotional responses through 
the process of identification, gothic abortion narratives attempt to recruit indi-
viduals as partisans in the debate. Unlike gothic fiction, which scares read-
ers to entertain them, gothic abortion narratives make ethical claims on their 
respective audiences to do something, whether that is to carry a pregnancy to 
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term (if you are a pregnant woman) or to pass legislation (if you are a poli-
tician) or to cast a vote for a particular political candidate, write a check to 
a political action committee, volunteer at a clinic, become active in a grass-
roots organization, join a demonstration, engage in civil disobedience, or even 
commit an act of violent protest (in the case of anti-abortion extremists) (Vale-
rius, 2013, p. 30). 

Although Nathanson does not speak of murder directly, he does attri-
bute feelings like pain and fear to the first-trimester foetus—hence the 
film’s title—as Nathanson tries to convince the audience that the foetus, 
confronted with the cold instruments of abortion, will freeze in a kind 
of silent scream. 

But Nathanson’s manipulation does not lie solely in his appeal to 
sympathise with the suffering foetus; he also urges the audience to iden-
tify with it. In his 1996 autobiography The Hand of God, he demonizes 
doctors for performing abortions for money—if not out of sadism—and, 
in keeping with the Gothic narrative, depicts them as monsters who can 
only be saved by religious conversion. Nathanson uses his own life story 
as an illustrative example. He attributes his lack of moral scruples to his 
shattered family life and lukewarm religious upbringing of formalised 
Judaism, which left him willing to perform abortions—among thousands 
like himself—even on his own female partners. Given his Jewish roots, 
it is perhaps shocking that even Nathanson eventually succumbed to 
equating the loss of life to abortion with the Holocaust, in line with the 
argumentation of anti-abortion extremists. 

If Nathanson’s discussion of himself prior to his conversion is not 
exactly antisemitic, it is nonetheless compatible with the figure of the 
Jewish doctor vilified in the apocalyptic narratives (Valerius, 2013, p. 46, 
FN 47). Nathanson initially distanced himself from such analogies, but 
the logic of his narrative inevitably tethered him to them. As one contem-
porary reviewer of “A Silent Scream” noted: 

Nathanson has criticized other anti-abortionists for resorting facilely to the 
Nazi analogy, but he cannot escape responsibility for his own language. If we 
take him at his word, he has committed crimes on the magnitude of a Nazi war 
criminal (Morley, 1985).

Moreover, the victim of abortion, in Nathanson’s view, is ultimately the 
American people—see the title of his first autobiography, Aborting Amer-
ica (Mason, 2002, p. 20).
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The ĽSNS MPs were not the first to cite Nathanson in Slovakia. 
The Slovak translation of his second autobiographical book, The 
Hand of God, was published by a  leading Catholic publishing house 
(Nathanson, 1998). Nathanson had already been mentioned by Cath-
olic activist Štefan Kuffa, one of the sponsors of the 2015 anti-abor-
tion bill which entered the Parliament again in 2020, fittingly on 
the ĽSNS docket this time. Like anti-abortionists in the US decades 
before him, and less than three years later, ĽSNS MP Kuffa unsettled 
fellow MPs with brutal visions of dismembered, suffering and strug-
gling foetuses. When ĽSNS introduced its bill to tighten abortion in 
May 2018, Nathanson was one of the most debated figures on the 
subject. ĽSNS MPs quoted passages from the Slovak translation of 
his memoirs about the Holocaust of the unborn, and exaggerated the 
number of “murders” of unborn children that he himself had carried 
out or supervised. Yet not once was the blame cast on his Jewish ori-
gin—which would have come easy to the HSĽS propagandists of the 
wartime Slovak state, to whose regime Kotleba and his party fervently 
subscribed. 

When reading the parliamentary protocols from May 25 and 26, 
2018, a historical paradox appears: while the propagandists of the war-
time Slovak state, mostly comprising Catholic priests, used increasingly 
racially-charged arguments to explain the alleged immorality of Jew-
ish doctors, more than seventy years later the MPs of ĽSNS, many of 
whom have a neo-Nazi past, absolve a  Jewish doctor who confessed 
responsibility for the “murder” of tens of thousands of unborn chil-
dren. After MP Gausová read excerpts from Nathanson’s autobiogra-
phy for half an hour, her colleagues showered her with complimentary 
comments, praising the Jewish penitent. All of their sentiments can be 
summarised with the following statement by the ĽSNS leader, Kotleba 
(2018):

I  thought it was very, very good that you read all about this Nathanson, 
that we could feel it […] the story of that change, of that realisation that 
what he was doing before, what he was giving his energy to, what he was 
supporting, and after the huge shock that I believe he must have experi-
enced, that sort of conversion, so to speak, and that he was actually able to 
admit that he had been living all these years in total delusion, in a mistake, 
in a lie, which therefore had caused thousands and thousands of dead inno-
cent little children.
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Conclusion

How are we to explain this shift in the Othering of Jewish doctors as per-
petrators of genocide against unborn children, an image which haunts 
the demographic fears of the Slovak far-right? In May 2018—and in later 
parliamentary debates—were the ĽSNS MPs merely acting out a cynical 
charade in order to take over the conservative agenda? Or, in the case 
of Nathanson, did the Christian values of repentance and forgiveness 
genuinely resonate with them? The notorious antisemitic narrative of 
children being murdered by Jews, however, was at the very least implied 
by Kotleba in 2020. He then defended himself against the accusations 
of antigypsyism made by liberal MP Martin Poliačik by alluding to the 
demolition of Arab homes in Israel-occupied territory. Here, Kotleba 
(2020) referred to “Israeli bulldozers in Palestine, which are simply 
destroying it there, those people, forcing them to flee their own territory, 
killing little children in the process, killing women in the process, killing 
pregnant women in the process”.

Nevertheless, the anti-abortion campaigns and bills in a Slovak con-
text can be described as the successful mainstreaming of the extrem-
ist agenda, since, unlike in 2018, several conservative MPs voted for an 
anti-abortion bill in the summer of 2020 which was virtually identical to 
the one proposed by ĽSNS (Gehrerová, 2020). The impression of suc-
cessful mainstreaming is reinforced by the fact that the “respectable” 
splinter party of ĽSNS, Republic, have ousted Kotleba’s parent party in 
opinion polls and, unlike Kotleba, their coalition potential is on the rise.

If this was not merely a cynical ploy, the question arises as to whether 
ĽSNS—as in the case of other European far-right parties (Hafez, 2014)—
exhibit a rather expedient application of antisemitism or “anti-antisem-
itism” (Kalmar, 2020), which, rather than reflecting sincere sympathy 
for Israel and its right-wing politicians, is instead fueled by a common 
enemy: Islam and “extreme liberalism”. Such tendencies have been rein-
forced by the refugee crisis of 2015 and the establishment of illiberal 
democracy in countries such as Hungary, where Viktor Orbán’s regime 
has created a conspiratorial image of the enemy in the figure of Jewish 
billionaire George Soros, while cultivating friendly relations with the 
regime of Benjamin Netanyahu (Kalmar, 2020). Regarding the cam-
paigns against Soros, we see a similar development not just in the case 
of ĽSNS and, for the time being, its splinter party Republika, but across 
the entire spectrum of the Slovak radical right, including members of 
the ruling Smer party, which formally professes to social democracy, 
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albeit a “Slovak” one (Popluhár 2024). In this regard, the Slovak radical 
right, which is more East than West leaning, is “Europeanising” itself. 
Change is also looming in terms of support for the criminal practices 
of Netanyahu’s regime. The latest evidence was provided by the former 
ĽSNS politician and currently Member of the European Parliament for 
Republika Milan Uhrík, who, together with his colleagues, members 
of the extremist Alternative for Germany party, recently called on the 
European Commission to stop “all funding” to the UN agency for Pales-
tinian relief, UNWRA “following serious allegations of complicity with 
terrorist organisations such as Hamas”. In the opinion of their “Europe 
of Sovereign Nations” Group, “the Union must under no circumstances 
support any organisation that promotes or condones violence and ter-
rorism, especially when such support is provided under the pretext of 
humanitarian aid” (Amendment 40).
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11. Dangerous or Backward? The Othering 
of “Gypsies” in Official Discourses 
of Interwar Czechoslovakia Between East 
and West

Pavel Baloun

Introduction

Throughout the 1990s, the status of the Roma17 in the former Eastern 
Bloc countries of Central and Eastern Europe tellingly reflected the state 
of human rights, and significantly influenced the question of their accep-
tance into Europe’s expanding political and economic structures—name-
ly the European Union. Across various international forums, this issue 
is still one of the most important lenses through which the symbolic 
geographies of Europe’s East and West are defined.

This chapter offers a historical perspective on the connection between 
the establishment of these symbolic geographies and how representa-
tions of the Roma, i.e. “Gypsies”, evolved in the immediate wake of the 
First World War, a period which saw the rise of international organisa-
tions that can be described as the precursors to today’s institutions. In 
this case study I focus on interwar Czechoslovakia, dubbed “the island of 
democracy” by its contemporaries (Koeltzsch & Konrád, 2016). My aim, 
however, is not to provide yet another negative response to the question 
of whether this political regime was a liberal democracy based on con-
temporary (ahistorical) criteria (e.g. Heimann, 2011). By analysing the 

17	 Throughout the chapter, I use the terms “Gypsy/ies” and “Roma” with different meanings. The 
word “Gypsy/ies” indicates varying historical usages of the Czech derogatory term “cikán/i” 
(with a lower-case “c”), a term used to label various groups of people, including peddlers and 
itinerant traders as well as ethnic Roma and Sinti. When I use the term “Roma”, it is in refe-
rence to individual or collective contemporary or historical actors that identified themselves as 
or were considered members of ethnic Roma or Sinti communities on the territory of interwar 
Czechoslovakia.
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political, administrative, and expert discourses on “Gypsies” from the 
very beginning of interwar Czechoslovakia, I do not intend to point out 
the “hidden side” of the regime or to unmask its completely illiberal 
character. Instead, I want to explore how representations of “Gypsies” 
were implicated in the complex political, economic, and cultural aims of 
the state administration, and whether they were influenced by broader 
geopolitical frameworks.

In the following paragraphs, I elucidate Czechoslovakia’s position 
as a newly established state in the post-World War I international arena. 
I then analyse how these geopolitical frameworks influenced legislation, 
which targeted inhabitants identified as “Gypsies”, and its application. 
I also focus on the differences in how “Gypsies” were depicted and the 
state’s treatment of these populations in different parts of the so-called 
First Republic. Finally, I address the role of the category of “race” in 
various Czechoslovak discourses.

Czechoslovakia within the International Order

As one of the new Central, Eastern, and South-Eastern European states 
founded in the post-imperial sphere of the interwar years, Czechoslova-
kia was largely dependent on its international standing (Lemmen, 2020). 
This is why, since the very beginning of its inception, Czechoslovak lead-
ers have been moulding its image as a modern country, relying heavily 
on the Czech nation’s purportedly natural proclivity towards democra-
cy (Orzoff, 2009). The Czechoslovak delegation was thus able to con-
vince the world leaders in Paris of their state’s status as a nation of the 
West, thereby securing its position as an exemplary liberal democracy.

Nevertheless, Czechoslovakia had to sign international treaties which 
included unified clauses on the protection of minorities, just like all the 
other newly established European states—in chronological order: Poland, 
the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, Romania, Greece, Austria, 
Bulgaria, and Hungary (Fink, 2004, pp. 267–294). “The Czecho-Slovak 
State accepts and agrees to embody in a Treaty with the Principal Allied 
and Associated Powers such provisions as may be deemed necessary by 
these Powers to protect the interests of inhabitants of that State who 
differ from the majority of the population in race, language or reli-
gion,” stated the Treaty of Peace signed between the Principal Allied 
and Associated Powers and Austria on September 1919 (Treaty of Peace, 
1920, article 57). These clauses therefore enabled the Great Powers to 
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potentially limit the sovereignty of the newly formed states. They served 
as an instrument of supervision and control over the new states of the 
“small” nations of Central, South-Eastern, and Eastern Europe while at 
the same time clearly drawing geopolitical boundaries between the East 
and West (Mazower, 1999, pp. 40–76).

Although these uniform clauses on the protection of minorities arose 
as the result of long and conflicting debates concerning the status of 
nations and members of national minorities, these categories were delib-
erately re-articulated around other parameters: distinctions on the basis 
of race, language, and religion (Fink, 2004, pp. 209–266). Heated dis-
cussions among leading politicians and diplomats in Paris were centred 
primarily around the German and Hungarian populations, who sudden-
ly found themselves in the position of national minorities after the dis-
solution of the German Empire and the Habsburg Monarchy. The term 
“race” came to be used in minority agreements in connection with the 
status of members of various Jewish (national or religious) communi-
ties, whose loyalty to the new nation-states was repeatedly questioned in 
many parts of Europe soon after the dissolution of the Habsburg monar-
chy. The Jews (defined by religion, language, or nationality) subsequent-
ly became the target of various acts of collective violence (Fink, 2004, 
pp. 171–208; Frankl & Szabó, 2015).

Japan—the only member of the five major treaty powers whose inhab-
itants were not perceived as European (or European descendants)—
fought for the equal treatment of Japanese nationals overseas and made 
a demand for racial equality with universal validity across all states (Lake 
& Reynolds, 2008, pp. 284–309). However, this proposal was rejected 
during the ongoing discussions at the Paris conference (Clarke, 2007, 
pp. 83–106; Fink, 2004, pp. 155–156). In short, the representatives of 
the “advanced”, “civilised” and “democratic” West, comprising nations 
with overt or implicit imperial ambitions and vast colonial conquests (or 
colonial past), were deeply concerned about the possible consequences 
for their internal order. What was thus perceived as a victory for liberal 
democracy, thought to represent the “normal” and “natural” form of gov-
ernment, went hand in hand with the consolidation of imperial divisions 
of power. At the heart of the debates over Japan’s bid for racial equality 
stood a thorny issue for Western powers: maintaining or potentially chal-
lenging various regimes of race (Wolfe, 2016, pp. 1–30), which included 
diverse forms of segregation as well as forced assimilation, etc.

The international agreements signed in Paris contained very limited 
and vague formulations on the protection of minorities. Nevertheless, 
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they spurred some unintended consequences. The treaties opened up 
space for the promotion of different international visions of a  post-
war future and allowed for ideas regarding minority protection to 
reach uncharted heights (Araújo, 2019). No diplomat at the Paris 
conference thought that the imminent measures to protect minorities 
could also affect Roma and Sinti. I maintain that it is no coincidence 
that this situation arose in Czechoslovakia shortly after the state’s cre-
ation. The reasoning lies precisely in the interconnected facts that the 
leaders of the state made extensive efforts to convince Western politi-
cians and diplomats of their nation’s status as a model liberal democ-
racy, and that they intrinsically tied its existence to the international 
Versailles system.

“The Gypsy scourge!” Debates on the so-called 
Gypsy question in Czechoslovakia

On December 23, 1920, the District Administrative Commission in Libáň 
in Eastern Bohemia fielded a request made to the Czechoslovak Ministry 
of the Interior to take “decisive action against the wandering hordes of 
Gypsies”. “Gypsies” with Czechoslovak nationality were to be forced 
to settle in one place, to work and, finally, to “bring up their children 
properly”. To this end, the commission proposed the creation of a special 
centralised police register of “Gypsies” and the establishment of a civic 
guard in the countryside. The commission also called for preventive mea-
sures, which were to include the establishment of workhouses designated 
for adult “Gypsies” who “do not want to support themselves by their 
own work and who do not want to submit to a proper life”. Furthermore, 
an order was to be issued to parents whose conduct, such as “unwilling-
ness to work, wandering, stealing, cheating, leading immoral lives, etc.” 
allegedly rendered them incapable of ensuring their children were given 
a “proper upbringing”. These children were to be taken away and raised 
in state-sanctioned and financed youth detention centres ([Letter of the 
District Commission in Libáň], 1920).

Between 1920 and 1923, the Czechoslovak Ministry of the Interior 
as well as the Parliament received over twenty similar requests. All of 
them came from authorities located exclusively in Bohemia, especially in 
the South-West (at the foothills of the Bohemian Forest/Böhmerwald). 
Although the initiative came predominantly from local Czech author-
ities, it also included state bodies representing regions with a majority 
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German-speaking population, such as Vrchlabí/Hohenelbe ([Letter of 
the Bezirksverwaltungskomission in Hohenelbe], 1922).

These documents reveal the enduring impact of the Habsburg monar-
chy, something which was characteristic not only of Czechoslovakia, but 
also other newly established nation states such as the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats and Slovenes (Zalar, 2018). Along with the dual legal system of 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the First Czechoslovak Republic inherit-
ed a pre-existing anti-Gypsy policy. It was an assemblage of diverse mea-
sures centred around the domicile (domovské právo/Heimatrecht) (Břeský, 
1923; Rebel, 2015). The term “Gypsies” referred to groups (families) or 
individuals whose membership in the state’s municipalities was called 
into question because of their alleged non-sedentary “way of life” and 
lack of identification documents. This paved the way for the suspension 
of their civic rights. At the same time, the label “Gypsies” was tied to the 
idea that the manner in which these people earned a living and moved 
around the state territory constituted the criminal practices of vagrancy 
and begging. These legal terms were understood as “dangerous mobil-
ity”, i.e., migration for purposes other than work, and “negative work”, 
i.e., the acquisition of money or goods without offering adequate services 
in exchange (Wadauer, 2011, p. 43). Adopting the Habsburg measures 
against “Gypsies” also meant inheriting a system which contained a num-
ber of internal tensions between the various institutions involved, mainly 
local authorities, municipalities, courts, and central state bodies (Weigl, 
2017). Incessant calls to “solve the Gypsy question” were to a certain 
extent spawned by the numerous disputes between these actors (Zara, 
2017).

In this context, journalists, politicians, officials, and experts rendered 
“Gypsies” a  “scourge of the countryside” (metla venkova/Landplage). 
They allegedly embodied a group of people characterised by a backward 
system of values and morals. This meant that their criminality (theft, beg-
gary, vagrancy, etc.) was purported to be their kind of livelihood; lying 
and cheating their type of behaviour; concubinage their type of family 
life; wandering their way of life; tents, cottages, and wagons their type 
of housing, etc. These characteristics were believed to be passed down to 
their kin by nature (Baloun, 2019). “Gypsies” were therefore constructed 
as a specific biological, mental, cultural, economic, and social type of 
human being. Their existence was reduced to their elementary biologi-
cal functions and, as such, violated the distinction between animals and 
humans, the line between nature and culture (or civilisation). In oth-
er words, “Gypsies” held the position of the dangerous internal Other, 
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which threatened the very foundations of the public order and moral 
code of modern society.

Together with the constant conflicts between state authorities, which 
exposed the contradictions between the official policy of assimilation 
and the practice of criminalising “Gypsies”, such Othering subsequent-
ly justified demands for more radical and permanent solutions: either 
internment or expulsion. Before the First World War, such calls were only 
briefly articulated and pointed to the very limits of what was conceivable 
at the time (e.g. Bervid, 1902; Fryc, 1914; “Tuláci a nynější trestní praxe”, 
1902). Demands for the creation of special workhouses for “Gypsies” and 
their deportation to the peripheral territories of the Habsburg monarchy, 
e.g., Bosnia and Herzegovina, or to some overseas islands, were accom-
panied by appeals to the central state authorities to play a significant role 
in anti-Gypsy policy (Bervid, 1902, p. 709). According to representatives 
of local and provincial governments, the state was to bear the necessary 
financial expenses not only for the internment of adult and “dangerous 
Gypsies”, but also for the education of their “disorderly” children.

This situation changed during the First World War. The state appa-
ratus had gained extensive experience in controlling, interning, and 
exploiting various groups of the population that were perceived as 
threats to the war effort (Stone, 2017, pp. 11–33). In addition to pris-
oners of war (Jones, 2008), these included refugees from war zones and 
persons of undetermined nationality or those allegedly lacking loyalty 
to Austria-Hungary. Roma and Sinti were also included in these broadly 
defined categories. In fact, two internment camps (in Hainburg an der 
Donau and in Weyerburg, both in Lower Austria) were set up during 
the war, referred to as concentration camps by local authorities, which 
housed refugees labelled as “Gypsies” (Weigl, 2022, pp. 343–447).

The expansion of executive powers due to the war economy con-
tributed to the radicalisation of earlier fantasies. In the debate on the 
“Gypsy question” of the early 1920s, some Czechoslovak officials called, 
for example, for the disappearing internment camps for prisoners and 
refugees to be converted into “Gypsy colonies” ([Letter of the Provincial 
Office in Prague], 1923). The internment of “Gypsies” in these camps was 
seen as a way of ensuring police surveillance as well as medical control 
over this supposedly dangerous population—because “Gypsies” were 
also depicted as carriers of contagious diseases (Shmidt, 2019). In other 
documents, however, demands for strict military or police surveillance 
went in line with the idea that the newly formed institutions would also 
serve the purpose of assimilating “Gypsies”. They could acquire their 
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own property and engage in work suited to their supposedly distinctive 
character, and their children would attend school ([Letter of the Ministry 
of Unification], 1923).

In general, officials, police officers and experts engaged in the 
debate put an obvious emphasis on preventive measures. This reflects 
how the official discourse of Czechoslovakia permeated various aspects 
of state power at work. The proclaimed “progressive”, “modern”, and 
“democratic” character of the Czechoslovak Republic was touted in 
contrast to the “backward” and “repressive” regime of the Habsburg 
Empire, the so-called prison of nations. In Czechoslovakia, police 
prevention was therefore associated with the much-desired modern 
forms of administration, regardless of whether such prevention meant 
increased state involvement in the newly formulated assimilation pol-
icy for “Gypsies” or whether it was to lead to the creation of special 
camps.

Although there was a  relatively unanimous consensus, especially 
among representatives of local state authorities (police and political 
administration), regarding the new state’s action plan “against the roving 
Gypsy hordes”, the Ministry of the Interior closed the discussion in 1924. 
The highest-ranking officials concluded that it would be entirely impos-
sible to formulate a special legal norm against “Gypsies” that would not 
contradict basic constitutional principles. “No exceptional measures can 
be introduced against ‘Gypsies’ as such, who unquestionably constitute 
a special race,” stated the Ministry of the Interior in June 1924 in refer-
ence to Article 128 of the Constitution based on international treaties 
([Note of the Ministry of Interior], 1924).

The carefully crafted image of the Czechoslovak state as a model lib-
eral democracy clearly played a fundamental role even in the context 
of minor administrative decisions taken in the early 1920s. As a result, 
senior civil servants in the Ministry of the Interior applied the legal 
principles for the protection of minorities to “Gypsies”, a group which 
was not mentioned once at the conference in Versailles. This situation 
is even more interesting because the letters from local state authorities 
addressed to the Ministry of the Interior between 1920 and 1923 did not 
concern the racial definitions of these inhabitants. Instead, officials and 
police officers based their demands on a common, broader definition of 
the term “Gypsy”, moulded to the image of the “Gypsy scourge”. They 
spoke of “wandering Gypsies, peddlers, itinerant traders, etc.”, i.e., an 
“irresponsible”, “useless”, “parasitic”, and “work-shy” group ([Letter of 
the District Commission in Libáň], 1920).
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Drawing internal symbolic geographies: 
Czechoslovak civilising mission  
in the “East of the Republic”18

Another important element that emerged in Czechoslovakia’s official 
discourse on the “Gypsy question” in the early 1920s was the distinc-
tion between “Gypsies” from the “historical Bohemian lands” (Bohemia, 
Moravia, and Silesia) and those from the “East of the Republic” (a des-
ignation that sometimes referred to all of Slovakia, and sometimes only 
to the Eastern part and Carpathian Ruthenia). Despite the objections 
raised by local state authorities and municipalities, this distinction was 
articulated by some central state authorities. What is especially illumi-
nating here is a statement made by the Ministry of Unification. At first 
the Ministry admitted that, in some cases, even internment would be 
a necessary recourse against the “Gypsies”. However, this stood in stark 
contrast to the situation in Slovakia, where it was argued that “entire 
Gypsy districts” could serve to “bring Gypsies closer to other citizens in 
the municipality” ([Letter of the Ministry of Unification], 1923). Thus, 
while officials in Bohemia justified the use of harsh measures against 
“Gypsies”, including some form of internment, the different situation in 
Slovakia (and Carpathian Ruthenia) prompted high-ranking officials of 
the newly formed Czechoslovakia to consider the advantages of “cultural 
education”, i.e., some form of cultural assimilation.

This distinction bore another implication for the efforts made by 
Czechoslovakia’s leaders to present the country as a developed, modern, 
and democratic state. Their proclaimed affiliation to the West and the 
Czech nation’s “natural” historical inclination towards democracy did 
not make Czechoslovakia an equal partner of the Western powers, nor 
did it lead to the fulfilment of its colonial ambitions overseas (Lemmen, 
2016). However, the country’s leaders did manage to convince the world 
statesmen at Versailles of the expediency of annexing both Slovakia and 
Carpathian Ruthenia. Especially in the latter case, this was a  region 
with almost no previous ties to the Bohemian lands. Its annexation to 
Czechoslovakia after the First World War was a purely strategic decision. 
It enabled the new Central European state to establish an important 

18	 In this section, I use some shorter extracts as well as a few longer passages of a study I pre-
viously published in Czech (Baloun, 2018). Compared to this earlier text, however, I use 
many newly found archival sources and situate the overall topic of the so-called Gypsy schools 
within different contexts.
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common border with a key ally: Romania, which together with Czecho-
slovakia and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, formed the 
so-called Little Entente (Sládek, 2000). The acquisition of Carpathian 
Ruthenia and Slovakia made Czechoslovakia the most populous state 
of the former Habsburg monarchy and the second largest in terms of 
area (Lemmen, 2020, p. 346). On the one hand, Czechoslovakia can 
be considered one of the “small” nation-states of Central, Eastern and 
South-Eastern Europe with limited regional reach. On the other hand, 
having at least partially satisfied its imperial ambitions, Czechoslovakia 
could aspire to become a major power in the area, replacing the defunct 
Austro-Hungarian Empire in international politics (Lemmen, 2020, 
p. 360–361).

In the eyes of the central authorities of Czechoslovakia, the situa-
tion in Slovakia and Carpathian Ruthenia from the time of their annex-
ation by the Czechoslovak army until well into the 1920s was marked by 
the Magyarisation of the previous era under Hungarian rule (Holubec, 
2014). The “backwardness” of the local population, consisting of the Slo-
vak and Rusyn majority which was being dominated by the Hungarian 
minority and state officials, along with the “underdeveloped character” 
of the region, were all attributed to Magyarisation. The authorities of the 
new state were thus tasked with a civilising mission (Conklin, 1997) in 
order to ensure economic progress (building industrial infrastructure), 
democracy (bolstering Slovak and Rusyn national consciousness), and 
modernising state administration (mainly in education, hygiene, med-
ical care, and law enforcement). Especially in the case of Carpathian 
Ruthenia, this official Czechoslovak civilisational narrative paradoxically 
imposed restrictions on the political rights of the local population. Argu-
ments about the ethnic fragmentation of the Rusyns and the absence 
of a common national consciousness, which were greatly influenced by 
extensive anthropological research (e.g., Suk, 1932), justified the con-
stant postponement of Carpathian Ruthenia’s autonomy that Czechoslo-
vakia pledged at Versailles (Magocsi, 1978). The proclaimed aim of the 
authorities was to transform the existing social and cultural hierarchies 
so that the (Hungarian) minority could not dominate the (Ruthenian) 
majority (e.g. Beneš, 1934).

In this sense, Carpathian Ruthenia can be figuratively understood 
as a  laboratory of interwar Czechoslovak modernity (see Baloun, 
2018). It was an arena in which the main symbols of the new nation-
state such as humanity, democracy as well as civilisation, citizenship, 
and state welfare were negotiated. Popular contemporary metaphors of 
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Carpathian Ruthenia included “Czech Palestine”, “Czechoslovak Bos-
nia” and “Czechoslovak Togo” (Holubec, 2014, p. 236) and made ref-
erence to the Orient as a non-European space as well as the Balkans 
and their semi-European position (Said, 1994; Todorova, 2009). Such 
formulations pointed to a crucial aspect of the Czechoslovak administra-
tion’s mission: the expansion and consolidation of the frontiers of (West-
ern) civilisation. The newly established Czechoslovakia thus followed 
in the footsteps of the disparaged Habsburg monarchy and its imperial 
legacy (Fuchs, 2011; Kaps & Surman, 2012).

While local authorities and municipalities from Bohemia were com-
plaining to Prague about “roving Gypsy bands”, state officials in Slo-
vakia and Carpathian Ruthenia were ascertaining how to ensure that 
compulsory schooling would also extend to Romani children in these 
newly acquired territories. “Gypsies, too, are citizens of our state and are 
entitled to state care,” said Uzhhorod school inspector Karel Adam in his 
paper for the socio-medical congress in Mukachevo in June 1922 (Sociál-
ně-lékařský sjezd, 1923, p. 48). Such a statement was preceded by observa-
tions that Roma children in Carpathian Ruthenia and Eastern Slovakia 
did not attend schools due to the public outcry from other youth and 
their parents. According to Adam, “Gypsies” were considered “unclean”, 
“ragged”, and were taught “no order or decency”. He perceived such 
views to be a relic of the region’s previous Hungarian administration. 
However, the rather radical rhetorical declaration of “Gypsies” as citi-
zens did not prevent the school inspector from reproducing the domi-
nant form of “Gypsy” Othering: “Gypsies have no earnings, they wander 
to the West, they are the true scourge of the countryside and the cities: 
they steal, they murder, they spread contagious diseases, they take in 
various suspicious non-Gypsy individuals, they torment the authorities 
who do not know how to deal with them, they fill up prisons and threat-
en public safety,” he said later in his speech (Sociálně-lékařský sjezd, 1923, 
p.48–49). In Adam’s estimation, representations of “Gypsies” as citizens 
and “Gypsies” as a security threat were clearly demarcated by a symbolic 
border drawn between the “historical Bohemian lands” and the “East 
of the Republic”. According to this official, while the “Gypsies” in the 
Bohemian lands threatened the very foundations of modern society, in 
Slovakia and Carpathian Ruthenia they also worked, which warranted 
special attention from state authorities mainly in “education, proper 
healthcare, and social surveillance over the development of Gypsy chil-
dren”. In this regard, the participants of the social and medical congress 
in Mukachevo, at Adam’s request, approved a resolution addressed to 
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the new state’s central institutions in Prague (Sociálně-lékařský sjezd, 1923, 
p. 151).

Karel Adam was just one of several thousand Czech officials sent to 
Slovakia and Carpathian Ruthenia in the early 1920s (Holubec, 2016, 
p. 533). They maintained that the “Gypsies” in these regions represented 
a “backward” group of people, defined mainly in terms of their “race”, 
who were at the same time perceived as an integral part of the local 
population ([Draft of a letter of the Department of Education of the 
Civil Administration of Carpathian Ruthenia], 1923). If one of the cen-
tral goals of the Czechoslovak administration’s civilising mission in the 
“East of the Republic” was to transform existing ethnic and national 
hierarchies, “Gypsies” were deemed part of this action plan according to 
some officials. They, too, were to be subject to compulsory schooling. In 
practice, however, such views held by officials from the Bohemian lands 
were met with resistance from the lower state authorities and municipal 
representatives ([Report of the District Office in Medzilaborce], 1923). 
Although they agreed that Roma children were to be ensured access to 
education, they emphasised both the financial burden, lacking school 
capacities and, above all, the alleged differences characteristic of “Gyp-
sies”. The demand for the compulsory schooling of Roma children men-
tioned above therefore prompted the idea of segregated classes. These 
institutions would be financed by the state and, simultaneously, would 
fulfil the required objective (ensuring the schooling of Roma children) 
without fundamentally challenging the locally anchored hierarchies 
between “Gypsies” and the rest of the population (e.g. Stachová, 2019), 
who were typically referred to as “respectable citizens”.

Such dynamics are reflected in the developments that took place in 
Uzhhorod in the mid-1920s (Baloun, 2018). Efforts to integrate previ-
ously unschooled (barring some exceptions) Roma children from the 
capital of the Czechoslovak administration in Carpathian Ruthenia 
into the local Slovak primary school system resulted in complaints from 
non-Roma parents. A leading Czech official, who played a key role in this 
effort, eventually agreed to create a classroom in Uzhhorod exclusively 
for Roma children (Šimek, 1936). The so-called Gypsy school, formal-
ly part of the Slovak primary school, was a separate building located 
near one of the local “Gypsy colonies” in the town. The expert discourse 
of paedopathology heavily informed such recourse and how it was put 
into practice in the classroom. Within this context, Roma children were 
mainly perceived as “deviant youth”, under the subcategory of “morally 
defective” children (Shmidt, 2015, pp. 27–42). Therefore, the segregated 
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school had the official status of a “special classroom”, i.e., an institution 
used to educate children with disabilities. “Gypsyness” as a form of oth-
erness in this respect intersected with “disability”, branding the status of 
“Gypsy” as “mere social deviance” (Sokolová, 2008, p. 12).19

During the second half of the 1920s and most notably in the 1930s, 
several similar institutions were built based on this model in Eastern 
Slovakia and Carpathian Ruthenia (Jurová, 2013; Kollárová-Švorcová, 
1988; Šimek, 1936), with no such segregated classrooms for Roma chil-
dren built in the Bohemian lands. Although fewer “Gypsies” lived in 
the Bohemian lands than in Slovakia and Subcarpathian Russia, which 
certainly played a role, the numbers alone are not enough to account 
for the differences. In many rural communities, especially in Moravia, 
there were large Roma communities whose children were also subject to 
compulsory schooling. Here, too, the presence of Roma children caused 
similar local conflicts and led to debates about the need for segregated 
classes. However, unlike in the “East of the Republic”, the state author-
ities rejected such a solution. In the context of the “historical Czech 
lands”, there were immense differences in terms of practice. Systemic 
instruments (special education) and the established practices of different 
schools (separate desks in classrooms, etc.) were used to segregate Roma 
children (Nečas, 2008, p. 84). These so-called Gypsy schools thus reveal 
the significance of the symbolic geographies of the East and West within 
Czechoslovakia in relation to inhabitants labelled as “Gypsies”. It was 
the specificity of the “East of the Republic” which legitimised the formu-
lation of exceptional measures—in laboratory conditions understood as 
a unique educational experiment, further bolstering the Czechoslovak 
image as a modern, liberal democracy of the West.

“Mystery of the greatest magnitude”:  
the case of alleged cannibalism  
and the law “On wandering Gypsies”

At the beginning of 1927, an alleged “Gypsy criminal band” (a group 
of 19 Roma) was accused of multiple murders in Moldava nad Bodvou 
(Szepsi in Hungarian), a smaller town near Košice in Eastern Slovakia. 

19	 Although Věra Sokolová associates the rhetoric of deviance exclusively with the post-World 
War II Communist regime (Sokolová, 2008), I believe that her thesis is also valid for the assi-
milationist practices of interwar Czechoslovakia.
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The case soon attracted international attention (see Krapfl, 2007). First-
ly, the total number of crimes they were said to commit climbed up to 
80 and included petty theft, robbery, as well as premeditated murder. 
Secondly, the Czechoslovak gendarmes investigating the case were long 
unable to find the bodies of the murdered victims. It was only during one 
of the prolonged interrogations that one of the accused, who, in addi-
tion to speaking Hungarian (like the others) and who was also hard of 
hearing (but did not understand sign language), allegedly confessed that 
the perpetrators had cooked and eaten the victims together in a Roma 
settlement. This confession was soon corroborated by some of the other 
suspects, and the gendarmerie subsequently found bones in the settle-
ment during their searches (Kiseľ, 2008).

Though an anthropological analysis soon disproved the idea that any 
of the bones found were human, as they were clearly animal bones, the 
local case became a front-page story in Czechoslovak newspapers and 
subsequently became a subject of interest in international media not only 
in Europe but also overseas. “How these events could have occurred in 
a modern country is a mystery of the greatest magnitude,” was a question 
posed by the author of the Cleveland Plain Dealer ([Clipping of the Cleve-
land Plain Dealer], 1928). The very idea that a large group of people 
inside Czechoslovakia had successfully evaded security forces for several 
years and had even practised cannibalism is something that threatened 
to undermine the image of Czechoslovakia as an outpost of the West. In 
the eyes of the foreign public, such reports cast doubt on this relatively 
new state’s basic ability to administer the former Hungarian territories. 
The Czechoslovak Ministry of Foreign Affairs tried to avoid the increased 
interest of the foreign media by promoting the newly established “Gypsy 
schools”. Their very existence was intended to demonstrate to Western 
audiences that Czechoslovakia was making extensive efforts not only 
to “uplift the Ruthenians and Slovaks”, but was even taking concrete 
measures to “raise the cultural level of the Gypsy population” ([Copy 
of the letter of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs], 1928). The central state 
authorities thus took credit for the establishment of segregated schools 
for Roma children in Slovakia and Carpathian Ruthenia and portrayed 
it as a widespread practice.

The legitimacy of Czechoslovak rule in the so-called East of the Repub-
lic was further secured by expert knowledge. Two head physicians at the 
Košice City Hospital played a crucial role during the long public trial, 
which was attended by numerous domestic and foreign journalists alike. 
The physicians were two Czech civil servants who had gone to Slovakia 
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after the First World War to help build modern state infrastructure for 
medical care. Václav Strimpl repeatedly analysed various bones found 
in the “Gypsy camp” in Moldava nad Bodvou, and already during the 
investigation challenged the popular notion of the perpetrators as can-
nibals (Kiseľ, 2008, pp. 28–29), which heavily drew on early modern 
Gypsy stereotypes (Willems, 2013, pp. 25–27). Furthermore, during the 
proceedings, the court requested psychiatric evaluations of the perpetra-
tors. Jaroslav Stuchlík was to answer whether the defendants were sane 
enough to be held criminally responsible for their actions, or whether they 
were mentally unsound individuals who would face punishment in the 
form of psychiatric institutionalisation. Stuchlík balanced his argument 
between the two poles outlined above. On the one hand, he confirmed 
the criminal responsibility of the defendants, but on the other hand, he 
diagnosed them as “inferior”—representatives of a different, non-Euro-
pean (i.e., non-white) race. Thus, according to Stuchlík, the defendants 
were criminally responsible for their actions, but at the same time were 
not entirely “healthy”. They were purportedly “primitive”—different from 
members of modern society—but not completely “unhealthy” individuals. 
“Healthy. Degenerate,” read the report on one of the defendants ([Expert 
opinion on Josef Žigu Thulo], 1929). However, other reports contained 
similar contradictory assessments. The diagnosed “animality”, “primitive-
ness”, and “inferiority” of the accused “Gypsies” constantly reinforced 
their overall “racial” difference. At the same time, however, their designa-
tion as “Gypsies” allowed other standards of normality to be applied.

The importance of Stuchlík’s expert opinion throughout the trial was 
further emphasised by the court. Two of the defendants were issued life 
sentences and the other defendants were sentenced to many years in pris-
on. The sentences, which were relatively less severe than expected, were 
influenced by several mitigating factors, among which the jury included 
“the propensity of the Gypsy race to commit crimes, its contempt by 
human society and the resulting resentment of these individuals towards 
society” ([Judgement of the Provincial Court in Košice], 1929, p. 206). 
The verdict imposed on the “Gypsies from Moldava” confirmed that it 
was not only about the actual individuals who were on trial, but that 
both the press and the state authorities were concomitantly constructing 
a narrative about “Gypsies” as a distinct group within the Czechoslovak 
population. Moreover, they clearly understood this group as a race. The 
symbolic area of the “East of the Republic” also prompted the construc-
tion of “Gypsy” otherness as “backwardness”, which proved “dangerous” 
to civilisational hierarchies.
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If the apparent strategy of the state authorities was to present the 
trial as a display of the liberal democratic character of Czechoslovakia, 
reports in the Czechoslovak press about the “cannibals from Moldava” 
opened up the discussion on the need for new anti-Gypsy measures. Fur-
thermore, these measures were to reflect the overall character of the state, 
i.e., emphasising prevention rather than repression. At the same time, the 
case of alleged cannibalism was part of a broader context of the height-
ened interest in serious crime that arose in the mid-1920s (Krapfl, 2007, 
pp. 12, 16–17). The case of the “Gypsy gang of robbers” from South-West 
Bohemia tied neatly into the media’s rhetoric of a “wave of criminality” 
sweeping Czechoslovakia. This group was said to have been “on a ram-
page” in the “Czech South” at the turn of 1926 and 1927, on the heels 
of a group of “Gypsies” captured in this area in the early 1920s (“Cikán 
Fiala”, 1922; “Napínavý hon”, 1927). The existence of a criminal group in 
Bohemia significantly undermined both the legitimacy of the local state 
authorities and public confidence in the activities of the Agrarian Par-
ty, which had traditionally been a major governing force in the region. 
The “Ravaging of the Gypsies in the Czech South” (Beran, 1927) was, 
therefore, an important political slogan that aptly utilised contemporary 
elements of Czech nationalist discourse—mainly the motif of the “Czech 
village” and its “aliens” (see Soukup, 2013). It was used by the Agrarian 
Party, which boasted considerable representation in the national gov-
ernment, to put pressure on their coalition partners for the adoption of 
a special anti-Gypsy law.

At the beginning of 1927, the central Czechoslovak authorities thus 
once again found themselves under pressure, as was the case in the early 
1920s. The difference was that the adoption of anti-Gypsy measures did 
not bear such negative implications for Czechoslovakia’s international 
standing due to the international newspaper coverage of the “Gypsies 
from Moldava”. On the contrary, the early adoption of a special law tar-
geting this population may have instead demonstrated the state’s ability 
to address an imminent security threat. To this end, a series of meetings 
were held at the Czechoslovak Ministry of the Interior during April 1927 
which eventually resulted in a draft bill on “wandering Gypsies”. 

The top officials at the Ministry of the Interior who drafted the norm 
described it as “radical” and “exceptional”, and articulated their aim 
as “combating innate nomadism” ([Copy of the letter of the Ministry 
of Interior], 1927). As a result, although the bill was formally intended 
to target only “wandering Gypsies” and not all “Gypsies” as a specif-
ic race, an important premise emerged: the notion of the heredity of 
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“nomadism”, which, using circular logic, was associated with “Gypsies”. 
The double-jointed legal term “wandering Gypsies” allowed for an ele-
gant solution to the fundamental dilemma of anti-Gypsy norms in a lib-
eral-democratic political order: how to exclude this group from the reach 
of basic liberal principles such as equality before the law without violat-
ing them at the same time (see Illuzzi, 2013). The internal symbolic geog-
raphies of the East and West of Czechoslovakia outlined earlier also sig-
nificantly informed how the resulting label was used. In fact, the authors 
assumed that these “wandering Gypsies”, i.e., dangerous criminals, were 
predominantly located in the Bohemian lands. They maintained that the 
“Gypsies” in Slovakia and Carpathian Ruthenia were primarily “settled 
Gypsies”, meaning these measures did not extend to them. The “nar-
row gap between the cultural standing” of the “Gypsies” and the local 
Slovak or Ruthenian population played an important role in interpret-
ing the category of “dangerousness” ([Draft of the explanatory report 
on the Act on Wandering Gypsies], [1927]). In other words, in Slovakia 
and Carpathian Ruthenia, it was much easier to frame “Gypsies” using 
the broader label of “backward” or “underdeveloped” to denote this 
Czechoslovak population in need of “betterment” by the modern state, 
in contrast to the situation in the Bohemian lands.

Opposition to the government bill was voiced by representatives 
of left-wing parties (Czechoslovak and German Social Democrats and 
Communists) as well as members of various political groups of national 
minorities. Although their argumentation differed, critics of the bill (e.g. 
Kirpal, 1927; Nečas, 1927) were all wary of undermining the validity of 
universal liberal and constitutionally guaranteed principles, including 
personal freedom, the right of residence, etc. They feared the potential 
abuse of this penal law against Czechoslovakia’s political opponents, 
e.g., against “communist-minded workers” (Gáti, 1927). Nevertheless, 
in the Czechoslovak Parliament, a governing majority of deputies repre-
senting Czechoslovak, Slovak and German centre and right-wing parties 
prevailed and the law came into force in the summer of 1927.

The most important measure brought about by the law on “wander-
ing Gypsies” was the establishment of a special police register, which 
constituted part of the record of “professional criminals” based on dac-
tyloscopy. This register was aptly named the “Gypsy Register”, and by 
the mid-1930s it contained records of some 25 thousand inhabitants 
of interwar Czechoslovakia. Since only 150 of them were identified by 
Czechoslovak gendarmes as “non-Gypsies” ([Statistics from the Gyp-
sy register] 1928–1937), members of very socially, economically, and 
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culturally diverse communities of Roma and Sinti were thus the targets 
of this register. The practice of the law on “wandering Gypsies” there-
fore contributed significantly to the general shift in how the designation 
of “Gypsies” was understood in racial terms (Donert, 2017, pp. 21–34). 
What is more, the police register allowed the Czechoslovak gendarmerie 
to further elaborate their conceptions of the natality, mortality, social 
behaviour, and criminal activities of this population, which was being 
increasingly perceived as a dangerous and backward race that needed 
to be treated differently from the majority population—as “criminals”.

Conclusion

The analysis presented here gives rise to some general conclusions. Exist-
ing domestic research on representations of Jews and constructions of the 
“Jewish question” have widely revealed these manifestations to be related 
to the post-war construction of social order in Czechoslovakia, its legiti-
macy, as well as how the (dis-)loyalty of the population was understood 
(Frankl, 2007; Frankl & Szabó, 2015; Strobach, 2015). In this respect, 
antisemitism was often at the very heart of political, national, and social 
cleavages. In contrast, constructions of the “Gypsy question” in Czecho-
slovakia were seen as being inextricably linked to the context of the 
Habsburg monarchy. It was a bureaucratic, administrative, and expert 
issue interconnected with the exercise of state power. An analysis of dis-
course on “Gypsies” from the first decade of Czechoslovakia’s existence 
thus reveals significant contours of the nation’s liberal democratic nature.

Czechoslovak discussions of the “Gypsy question” in the early 1920s 
show how strongly the global and internal symbolic geographies of 
East and West were woven into the exercise of state power. As histori-
an Sarah Lemmen (2020, p. 361) articulates it, interwar Czechoslovakia 
was co-constituted of both international and national orders, as well as 
national and imperial ones. These were bound by liberalism. Liberalism 
justified the adoption of special international conventions for the pro-
tection of minorities, which were intended only for states that the global 
powers considered to be insufficiently Western in character. In a Czecho-
slovak context, these conventions also legitimised a  specific type of 
civilising mission in the supposedly backward Eastern territory, which 
had strong echoes of imperial or colonial rule.

The category of race and its derivatives, such as whiteness, also played 
an important role. In the official discourse, it went hand in hand with the 
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logic of the Czechoslovak civilising mission. The “Gypsy schools” estab-
lished in the 1920s contributed significantly to the racial understanding 
of the label “Gypsy”—segregated classes were not only for children with-
out previous schooling but were also for those who had already been in 
higher grades (Baloun, 2018, p. 201). The overall backwardness attribut-
ed to the “East of the Republic” deepened the process of racialisation 
of the “Gypsies”, though it also paved the way for an assimilationist 
approach towards this segregated group. However, the same definition 
of “Gypsies” as a race in the centre of Czechoslovakia clashed with the 
extensive interpretation of international law on the protection of minori-
ties. Nevertheless, this model, modern liberal democracy in the middle 
of Europe was eventually able to overcome this contradiction without 
having to face internal constitutional obstacles or international pressure 
from the League of Nations. Indeed, contemporaneous conceptions of  
liberalism did not necessarily diverge from the global justification 
of regimes of race.

In this respect, Czechoslovakia did not stand outside the global sys-
tem of colonial rule, but rather found a specific and ambivalent position 
within it (Baker, 2020; Herza, 2020a). This position allowed the inhab-
itants of Czechoslovakia, through the medium of popular culture, to 
identify with the position of the indigenous inhabitants of the colonised 
territories (Herza, 2020b), while at the same time using similar means to 
justify the annexation of Carpathian Ruthenia, or even the operation-
alised concept of Czechoslovakism on which the very idea of this state 
was based (Bakke, 1999).
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