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Resisting the Far Right 

A Systematic Analysis of Civil Society Strategies1 

 

Christin Jänickea,b, Hans Jonas Gunzelmanna, Teresa Völkera, and Swen Huttera,b 

 

aWZB Berlin Social Science Center, Germany  

 bFreie Universität Berlin, Germany 

 

Abstract 

The rise of the far right in the 21st century poses fundamental challenges for democracy. 

In this context, understanding how democratic societies respond to the far right is a 

crucial question. This question concerns not only politicians from democratic parties, but 

also civil society actors ranging from large trade unions to local sports clubs and 

grassroots initiatives. However, the existing scholarly work on societal responses to the 

far right remains scattered across subdisciplines, addresses a narrow range of questions, 

and focuses on specific segments of civil society only. We address this gap by synthesizing 

these literatures and providing an analytical framework of civil society strategies against 

the far right. We conduct a systematic review of 56 peer-reviewed articles and book 

chapters published between 1972 and 2024, which forms the core of the analysis. We 

complement this review with a qualitative content analysis of 191 guidance documents 

from 42 German civil society organizations across nine organizational fields to capture 

strategies that are less visible in the academic literature. Our analysis identifies five types 

of civil society strategy: contentious, public-sphere, cultural and educational, networking, 

and organizational strategies. It shows that the academic literature is heavily skewed 

toward contentious action, whereas organizational and networking strategies play a 

central role in practice but remain largely understudied. At the same time, the evidence 

on effectiveness is limited and unevenly distributed across strategy types, highlighting 

important gaps in comparative and cross-national research. By integrating scholarly and 

practitioner knowledge, the study provides a comprehensive overview of civil society 

strategies against the far right and outlines a research agenda for more systematic 
analysis of their effects. 

 

Keywords: Civil Society, Contentious Politics, Counterstrategies, Democratic Resilience, Far Right  
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Introduction 

In recent years, democracies across the world have seen people taking to the streets to 

protest the growing influence of far-right parties, the surge in far-right violence, and the 

further normalization of far-right ideas in society. 2 Examples range from protests against 

the League in Italy (Colombo et al., 2024), against the Law and Justice (PiS) government 

in Poland (e.g., Markowski, 2024), to large-scale demonstrations against Bolsonaro in 

Brazil (Slattery & Stargardter, 2018) and the resistance during the first and second Trump 

administrations in the United States (Chenoweth et al., 2025; Meyer & Tarrow, 2018). 

Most recently, Germany also witnessed one of the largest waves of pro-democracy protest 

in its post-war history, with hundreds of thousands of people across the country taking to 

the streets to protest against the growing influence of the far-right party Alternative for 

Germany (AfD) in 2024 and 2025 (Koos et al., 2026). These protests typically represent a 

broad coalition, including a wide range of civil society organizations, political parties 

across the ideological spectrum, businesses, and engaged citizens alike.  

However, these protests are only the most visible manifestation of a broader 

phenomenon: civil society mobilizing against the far right. This raises a question that has 

received surprisingly little systematic attention in the social sciences: How do civil society 

actors respond to the rise of the far right, and what strategies do they employ beyond 

taking to the streets? The rise of the far right is not only a challenge for political elites and 

mainstream parties. It also poses a major challenge to civil society. Civil society actors – 

from large mass organizations like trade unions and churches to grassroots and social 

movement initiatives, and even local sports clubs and music societies – are also grappling 
with how to defend democratic values. 3 

Despite its academic and social relevance, this arena of action remains under-analyzed. 

Existing research has primarily examined the counterstrategies of political institutions 

(e.g., Capoccia, 2001; Müller, 2012; Thiel, 2016), political parties (Abou-Chadi & Krause, 

2020; Brause & Kinski, 2024; Heinze, 2018, 2022; Meguid, 2005), and media practitioners 

(De Jonge, 2019; Ellinas, 2010; Völker, 2026). While there is extensive literature on these 

actors’ strategies, there is little systematic attention to civil society strategies against the 

far right (see Ellinas & Lamprianou, 2021). This contrasts with scholarly accounts that 

emphasize civil society's importance as schools of democracy (e.g., Bolleyer, 2024; 

Diamond, 1994; Putnam, 1993), suggesting civil society should be among the first places 

we look when asking how democracies respond to authoritarian challenges. However, the 

existing scholarly work on societal responses to the far right remains scattered across 

subdisciplines, addresses a narrow range of questions, and focuses on specific segments 

of civil society only. To date, there have been no concerted efforts to integrate this 

dispersed knowledge or to conceptualize the full range of strategies civil society actors 

employ. 

 

2 We use ‘far right’ as an umbrella term for actors, attitudes, and claims sharing an ideological core of 
nativism and authoritarianism (Mudde, 2019; Pirro, 2023). 
3 We use an analytical definition of civil society as the sphere of voluntary, non-coercive collective action 
situated between state, market, and family, where people organize for varying normative and substantive 
purposes. It encompasses formal associations (e.g., unions, churches, charities, clubs) as well as informal 
networks and movements (Edwards, 2011). 
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With this paper, we seek to initiate more systematic research on civil society strategies 

against the far right by synthesizing the existing literature and by providing a structured 

overview of academic and non-academic accounts of these strategies. More specifically, 

we contribute to the study of societal responses to the far right in three ways. First, we 

offer a comprehensive and systematic review of the fragmented scholarly literature on 

civil society strategies, integrating insights from multiple disciplines and subfields to map 

how diverse civil society actors respond to far-right challenges. Second, we develop a 

novel analytical framework that captures the complexity and variety of these strategies – 

extending well beyond a focus on protest and direct confrontation – to enable more 

nuanced and comparative analyses. Third, we identify critical gaps and limitations in the 

existing scholarship and outline a future research agenda aimed at advancing theoretical 

development and empirical knowledge about civil society’s underexamined role in 

countering the far right. 

Methodologically, this study is based on a systematic review of the international scholarly 

debate across a wide range of country contexts, complemented by a targeted content 

analysis of guidelines, handbooks, and position papers issued by organized civil society 

actors in Germany. The integration of academic and practitioner perspectives offers a 

more comprehensive picture of how civil society, in all its breadth, seeks to counter the 

far right. It also compensates for the limited attention to certain strategies in the scholarly 

literature, thereby enriching the overview and the future research agenda with 

empirically grounded insights and practice-oriented recommendations. We focus that 

part of the analysis on Germany for several reasons. The country’s historical experience 

with National Socialism has created a distinctive normative context for civil society 

engagement against the far right. At the same time, far-right actors are firmly 

institutionalized in political and social life without having entered national government, 

offering a particularly instructive configuration. Moreover, recent dynamics of far-right 

normalization increasingly resemble those observed in other liberal democracies, making 
insights from the German case relevant beyond its specific national context.  

Overall, our systematic analysis identifies five main strategies employed by civil society 

actors against the far right: contentious, public-sphere, cultural and educational, 

networking, and organizational strategies. The paper highlights that existing research 

captures only part of how civil society counters the far right. While contentious strategies 

dominate prior work, organizational, and networking strategies play a central role in 

practice but remain significantly understudied. The paper also demonstrates substantial 

cross-national and contextual variation as well as the limited evidence on effectiveness, 

including a lack of comparative research and little systematic analysis of how different 
strategies shape public attitudes, political behavior, or institutional outcomes. 

The paper proceeds as follows. The next section lays the conceptual and analytical 

groundwork for examining civil society strategies against the far right.  We define our key 

concepts – the far right, civil society, and strategy – and explain why systematic study of 

civil society strategies is needed. We then present the research design, combining a 

systematic literature review with a content analysis of civil society documents. The 

following sections present the results, discuss their implications, and outline a future 

research agenda.  
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Civil Society, the Far Right, and the Need for a Systematic Analysis 

The far right and the ideas it promotes pose both external and internal challenges to civil 

society in contemporary democracies. External challenges include adversarial actions 

against civil society organizations and their members such as acts of political violence, 

intimidation by far-right parties, and hostile protest mobilization (Castelli Gattinara & 

Pirro, 2019; Lundstedt, 2023; Zeller, 2021). Internal challenges arise within civil society 

organizations themselves, including pressures to cooperate with far-right actors and the 

radicalization of members and functionaries (Gunzelmann & Jänicke, 2025). 

In this paper, we focus on strategies aimed at countering this diverse range of far-right 

challenges. These challenges may stem from different types of actors (e.g., parties or other 

civil society organizations), different forms of action (e.g., protest or violence), and 

different discursive expressions (e.g., hate speech or discrimination), as well as from the 

spread and normalization of nativist and authoritarian attitudes (Mudde, 2019). To 

account for this heterogeneity, we employ the term far right as an umbrella concept, 

reflecting the blurred boundaries between radical and extreme actors and their shared 

nativist and authoritarian ideologies4 (Miller-Idriss, 2020; Mudde, 2019; Pirro, 2023). 

This broad conceptualization allows us to capture the far right’s diverse organizational 

forms and action repertoires while acknowledging their common threat to democratic 

principles. By defining the far right ideologically, we can address the full spectrum of these 

threats and identify the differentiated societal strategies. 

Following Walzer (cited in Edwards, 2011, p. 3), we define civil society as “the sphere of 

uncoerced human association between the individual and the state, in which people 

undertake collective action for normative and substantive purposes, relatively 

independent of government and the market.” This definition encompasses a wide array of 

collective actors, from highly institutionalized organizations such as churches and trade 

unions to more informally organized grassroots initiatives (Gunzelmann et al., 2025). To 

analyze how civil society responds to far-right challenges, we draw on insights from both 

social movement studies (Castelli Gattinara & Pirro, 2019; Castelli Gattinara et al., 2022; 

Rocchetti & Pilati, 2025; Zeller, 2021) and civil society research (Edwards, 2011; Ekiert, 

2021; Greskovits, 2020; Schroeder et al., 2022, 2023). The combination of both literatures 

allows us to understand far-right contention and counter-mobilization within civil society 

broadly understood (Della Porta, 2020; Gunzelmann & Jänicke, 2025).  

At the same time, we adopt approaches that place civic action rather than organizations 

at the conceptual core (Lichterman & Eliasoph, 2014; Sampson et al., 2005). Focusing on 

what these actors do, our key concept is civil society strategies against the far right. 

Strategy is broadly understood as “a plan of collective action intended to accomplish goals 

 

4 To more precisely operationalize nativism and authoritarianism as core elements (Mudde, 2007), we rely 
on the Leipzig Authoritarianism Studies (Decker et al., 2022). The Leipzig Authoritarianism Studies 
differentiate aspects of far-right ideology, which includes: support for a right-authoritarian dictatorship, 
antisemitism, social Darwinism, downplaying of National Socialism; as well as ethnocentrism, which 
encompasses chauvinism and hostility toward foreigners. 
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within a particular context” (Maney et al., 2012, p. xvii).5 We thus limit our attention to 

civil society actions that intentionally seek to weaken the far right and its political and 

societal influence. This definition of civil society encompasses multiple types of action, 

ranging from confrontational, disruptive, or even violent forms to more deliberative or 

accommodative ones. Rather than defining civil society by these forms, we examine how 

they manifest empirically. 

Previous research offers some evidence on societal strategies to counter the far right, but 

this evidence varies across different fields within the social sciences. Notably, as 

emphasized in the introductory section, most existing studies focus primarily on 

strategies employed by political parties and media outlets, while there has been little 

systematic attention given to how civil society organizations (CSOs) respond to the far 

right (see Section Systematizing Civil Society Strategies against the Far Right).  

Party research shows that parties can respond to the far right with accommodative, 

adversarial, or dismissive strategies (Meguid, 2005), as well as through institutionalized 

exclusion via a cordon sanitaire (Akkerman et al., 2016; Heinze, 2018, 2022). Party 

research further suggests that accommodation of far-right positions tends to increase the 

issue ownership of the far right (Abou-Chadi & Krause, 2020), while parties may be more 

effective when emphasizing their own programmatic strengths rather than reacting 

directly to far-right agendas (Chou et al., 2021; Haas et al., 2023; Saldivia Gonzatti & 

Völker, 2025). However, the effectiveness of these party strategies seem to vary 

substantially across countries and over time (Capoccia, 2001; Heinze, 2018). 

Similar dilemmas can be observed in the case of media outlets and journalists, which also 

navigate their choices between accommodation, demarcation and confrontation (De 

Jonge, 2019). Media and communication research shows that demarcation of far-right 

actors by withholding direct platforms and avoiding the amplification of their claims can 

limit the visibility, resonance and legitimacy of far-right actors and ideas (De Jonge, 2019; 

De Jonge & Gaufman, 2022; Ellinas, 2010). However, again, the effectiveness of different 

media strategies to prevent the rise of the far right depends on various political and 

media-system-related characteristics (Hallin & Mancini, 2004).  

Taken together, research on party and media strategies has generated substantial insights 

into the political and communicative responses to the far right and their context-

dependent effects. However, it leaves open how far-right challenges are addressed in 

societal arenas beyond parties and media. The focus on civil society is important because 

the entrenchment of far-right views within civil society carries significant political and 

social consequences and may expand political opportunities for far-right parties (Berti, 

2021; Ekiert, 2021; Greskovits, 2020). Furthermore, it is often emphasized that combating 

the rise of the far right requires a collective effort, involving coordinated strategies from 

multiple actors operating at different levels  – both within political institutions and in the 

public sphere (Meyer & Tarrow, 2018). 

 

5 See also Maeckelbergh (2011, p. 6), Griffiths and Wasser (2019, p. 6), or Smithey (2009, pp. 660–1)  
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Building on research on party and media strategies, we expect that civil society actors 

may employ comparable tactics – such as confrontation, demarcation, or exclusion – to 

counter the far right. At the same time, civil society strategies are likely to differ in 

important ways from party and media responses, as they are shaped by distinct 

organizational logics, goals, and forms of societal and political embeddedness. These 

similarities and differences underscore the need for a systematic examination of civil 

society strategies on their own terms, while remaining analytically connected to existing 

research on parties and media. 

To this end, we conduct a systematic review of the existing literature on civil society 

strategies to the far right, systematizing the strategies CSOs employ to counter the far 

right and assessing what is known about their effectiveness. This review provides a 

comprehensive overview of the fragmented state of knowledge while identifying key 

empirical and theoretical gaps. In doing so, we lay a vital foundation for future academic 

research and policy development focused on enhancing civil society’s strategies to 

counter the far right. Additionally, our study offers valuable insights for research on party 

and media strategies by highlighting factors that may influence effectiveness but have 

received limited attention so far. On this basis, we propose a research agenda aimed at 

advancing the systematic study of civil society as a key democratic actor confronting the 

far right. 

 

Research Design: Connecting Scholarly and Practitioner Knowledge 

To analyze civil society strategies against the far right, we employ an exploratory research 

design that connects scholarly research with practitioner knowledge. Specifically, we 

combine a systematic review of the scholarly literature on civil society strategies against 

the far right with a qualitative content analysis of documents produced by organized civil 

society actors in Germany. These two empirical components serve complementary 

analytical purposes. The systematic literature review forms the core of our analysis. It 

synthesizes existing academic knowledge, provides the basis for a new typology of civil 

society strategies, and highlights areas where research remains limited. The analysis of 

civil society documents complements this review by mapping strategies that are 

underrepresented in the scholarly literature. Importantly, bringing academic and 

practitioner perspectives together allows us to identify gaps between practitioner 

assumptions and the available scholarly evidence, thereby informing the development of 

an empirically grounded future research agenda. 

 

Systematic Scholarly Literature Review 

The first empirical component consists of a systematic literature review examining how 

civil society engages with the far right. Following the procedure outlined by Petticrew and 

Roberts (2006), we review a total of 56 peer-reviewed journal articles and book chapters 

published between 1972 and 2024 in both English and German. Such systematic reviews 
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are particularly well suited to identifying gaps in fragmented research fields and 

uncovering inconsistencies and blind spots in existing findings (Dacombe, 2018). 

Our search strategy involved four steps (see Figure 1). First, we reviewed the scholarly 

literature assembled in the database of the research project on organized civil society and 

the far right6, yielding 12 studies. Second, we conducted a comprehensive search of 

English-language literature in the Web of Science (WoS) database, which is commonly 

used in systematic reviews (Singh et al., 2021). Using a predefined set of keywords, this 

search produced 1,089 results, from which we identified 30 additional relevant studies 

based on titles, abstracts, and keywords.7 Third, we searched for additional German-

language literature using translated keywords in the Bielefeld Academic Search Engine 

(BASE), identifying 10 further studies.8 Fourth, we screened all 2,664 references cited in 

the retrieved publications, identifying four additional studies. The low number of newly 

identified texts indicates that our search was close to exhaustive. 9 A full list of included 

studies is provided in the appendix. 

 

Figure 1: Search and selection process of academic studies 

 

 

6 Project “Organized Civil Society and Far-right Interventions” by WZB and Kassel University: 
https://www.wzb.eu/en/research/dynamics-of-political-systems/center-for-civil-society-
research/projects/organisierte-zivilgesellschaft-und-rechte-interventionen.  
7 Our keyword searches: (civil+societ* OR social+movement* OR civi*+movement* OR protest OR 
voluntary+association OR voluntary+organization OR civic OR mobilization OR antifa*) AND (far+right OR 
far-right OR radical+right OR extreme+right OR right-wing+extremis* OR fascis* OR right-wing+populis*) 
AND (counter* OR respon* OR reac* OR against OR anti OR oppos*) 
8 Given our focus on the case of Germany, we decided to also include German language publications. We did 
not encounter a bias towards certain civil society strategies in the German studies. 
9 However, we acknowledge that this search strategy may overlook relevant studies published in other 
languages, focusing on regions beyond those covered here or using different concepts and terms beyond 
our keywords. 
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Content Analysis of Civil Society Documents 

The second empirical element addresses the limited scope of existing scholarly research 

by incorporating non-academic knowledge produced by civil society actors themselves. It 

aims to identify a broader range of action repertoires used by civil society organizations 

and to identify blind spots in the existing literature. To capture this practitioner 

knowledge, we conducted a qualitative content analysis (Kuckartz, 2018) of documents 
produced by organized civil society actors. 

The analysis focuses on Germany, which represents an informative case for studying civil 

society strategies against the far right. While far-right actors have not entered national 

government, they are firmly institutionalized in political and social life. Germany’s 

historical experience with National Socialism creates a distinctive normative context 

(Weisskircher, 2023), yet recent developments show dynamics of far-right 

mainstreaming that increasingly resemble those observed in other liberal democracies 

(Art, 2018; Völker & Saldivia Gonzatti, 2024). Combined with Germany’s long tradition of 

a highly organized civil society, this makes it a particularly insightful case for examining 

civil society strategies that may also be relevant beyond the specific national context. 

We analyzed guidelines, handouts, and similar materials produced by civil society 

organizations that explicitly address far-right actors, events, or ideologies. These 

documents provide first-hand insights into how civil society actors conceptualize 

challenges, anticipate far-right threats, and propose concrete strategies for action. Based 

on an initial screening of 248 organizations, we identified 191 relevant documents from 

42 organizations. Building on the field classification developed by Schroeder et al. (2022), 

the documents come from nine organizational fields of German civil society: labor, 

religion, welfare, fire brigades, environmental protection, culture, marksmen’s clubs, 

education, and sport. This broad coverage allows us to identify both shared patterns and 
field-specific dynamics. 

Organizations and documents were identified using a layered online search strategy. We 

began with established organizations in each field and gradually expanded the search to 

include additional actors and related initiatives. We included brochure- or flyer-like 

materials – such as handbooks, guides, and manuals – addressing civil society actors or 

the general public and excluded press releases, resolutions, online articles, and materials 

aimed primarily at political institutions or media actors. This selection strategy ensures a 

focus on action-oriented resources that provide practical guidance for civil society 
engagement.  

 

Data Analysis and Coding 

All studies and documents were coded in MAXQDA in three steps. First, the academic 

studies were coded along 22 variables, including the conceptualization and measurement 

of civil society action, outcomes related to far-right actors, actions, or attitudes, 

methodological approaches, scope, and limitations (see codebook in the appendix). Given 

the heterogeneity of the studies, most variables were coded as open strings. Coding 

proceeded in two rounds: an initial open coding phase followed by a second round that 
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grouped similar codes. Second, we coded the civil society documents (see codebook in the 

appendix). Core variables included the topic and intention of the publication, the type of 

far-right intervention addressed, the actors targeted, the repertoire of action, and the 

assumed effectiveness of these strategies.  

Third, to systematize civil society strategies against the far right, we compiled all 

strategies identified in both data sources. Coders identified 65 strategies in the review of 

academic studies and 22 in the analysis of organizational documents. After removing 10 

strategies that appeared in both sources, 77 distinct strategies remained. Following a 

grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), these strategies 

were pooled and grouped using the Creative Coding tool in MAXQDA. Creative Coding 

enables flexible, inductive code creation and reorganization during the coding process, 

allowing codes to be refined and grouped as patterns emerge. The initial categorization 

was conducted independently by two researchers and subsequently discussed with all 

authors to arrive at a shared classification.  

Together, these three empirical steps enabled us to identify the main strategies against 

the far right that previous research and civil society organizations have examined, as well 

as their targets and outcomes, which we present in the next section. 

 

Systematizing Civil Society Strategies against the Far Right 

Five Categories of Civil Society Strategies 

Our systematic analysis of scholarly research and practitioner knowledge identifies five 

main types of civil society strategy against the far right: (1) contentious strategies, (2) 

public-sphere strategies, (3) cultural and educational strategies, (4) networking 

strategies, and (5) organizational strategies. These categories capture the diverse ways in 

which civil society actors seek to counter the far right, ranging from direct protest and 

public communication to capacity building and organizational coordination, as illustrated 

in Table 1.  

First, contentious strategies pertain to strategies that disrupt far-right action and 

discourses. Most notably, this refers to counter-protest against far-right demonstrations, 

party events, or violent attacks. Counter-protests may include a broad range of disruptive 

and demonstrative action forms, such as rallies, marches, or blockades. Contentious 

strategies also include more militant forms of antifascism.  

Second, public-sphere strategies refer to strategies that represent interventions in the 

public sphere against the far right. Besides protest, civil society actors pursue a broad 

range of actions to counter the far right in the public realm. This includes media-centered 

strategies such as awareness campaigns or press releases, but it also involves actions 

targeting public institutions such as lobbying politicians or appeals to international 

organizations to pressure the far right.  

Third, cultural and educational strategies contain strategies that involve the production of 

knowledge, symbols, and memories against nativist and authoritarian ideologies. Many of 

them focus on learning and knowledge transformation, such as democratic education.   
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The fourth category – networking strategies – clusters relational strategies that build 

stronger ties among civil society organizations and individual volunteers. Civil society 

actors create coalitions and alliances against the far right; they are involved in youth and 

community organization as well as supporting victims of the far right. 

The fifth category refers to organizational strategies that counter the far right within the 

civil society organization itself or protect from far-right threats from the outside. 

Organizations pursue these aims through regulation and sanctioning. This includes, for 

example, establishing codes of conduct and the exclusion of far-right members, but also 
security measures and self-defense.  

 

Table 1: Overview of civil society counterstrategies 

Category Description Examples of strategies 

   

Contentious 
strategies 

Disrupting far-right action and 
discourse 

Silent march 

Street rally 

Disruption of meetings 

Violent action 

   

Public-sphere 
strategies 

Intervening in the public sphere 
against the far right 

Positive messaging 

Taking a stance 

Involve political institutions 

Public condemnation 

   

Cultural and 
educational 
strategies 

Producing knowledge, symbols, and 
memories against nativist and 
authoritarian ideologies 

Debunking and fact checking 

Counseling 

Commemoration 

Democratic education 

   

Networking 
strategies 

Building stronger ties among civil 
society organizations and 
individual volunteers 

Build transnational networks 

Intersectional and international solidarity 

Alliances between civil society and state 

Build neighborhood solidarity 

   

Organizational 
strategies 

Countering the far right within the 
civil society organization itself or 
protect it from far-right threats 
from the outside 

Exclusion of members 

Security measures 

Calling out a problem internally 

Code of conduct 

   

 

The five counterstrategies can be placed on a continuum from public- oriented to 

constituency-oriented (Bolleyer & Correa, 2022; Kriesi, 1996). This continuum also 

reflects the distinction between external and internal challenges posed by the far right to 

civil society organizations (Gunzelmann & Jänicke, 2025). Contentious and public-sphere 

strategies primarily address external challenges, as they are directed toward public 

arenas such as the media, political institutions, or protest arena. By contrast, 
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organizational and networking strategies focus more strongly on internal challenges, as 

they target civil society organizations and their members, for example by strengthening 

internal structures and coordination within civil society networks.  Educational strategies 

occupy a more intermediate position, as they can address both external and internal 

challenges by targeting wider publics as well as members and volunteers within civil 

society organizations. 

The combination of academic and practitioner knowledge played a fruitful role in the 

categorization process. The category of organizational strategies would not have emerged 

from academic studies alone. As we show below, research on these strategies is still 

scarce. However, we decided to include organizational strategies as a distinct category 

given their importance in civil society documents. Our categorization thus demonstrates 

the benefits of going beyond academic research in systematic reviews. 

The next five sections present the findings of the systematic literature review for each of 

the categories. We begin with contentious and public-sphere strategies before turning to 

cultural and educational, networking, and organizational approaches that focus more on 

internal organization and member development. We then turn to insights from the 

analysis of civil society documents to underline the importance of practitioner knowledge 

in strategies against the far right. 

Contentious Strategies 

The literature review shows that contentious action against the far right represents the 

strategy type that has been studied most extensively: 35 of our 56 studies focus on this 

area of civil society action. 20 of these 25 studies look at the contentious action against 

far-right actors, in particular political parties (see Table 2). Eleven studies address 

contentious action against far-right action. Only five studies investigate contentious 

strategies against far-right ideology and discourse. 

Protest represents the primary contentious strategy employed by civil society. Most 

studies focus on traditional street demonstrations, marches, and rallies. These 

mobilizations are often counterprotests to far-right demonstrations, for example the 

NoPegida campaign (Schmitz & Marg, 2017; Vüllers & Hellmeier, 2022). There are also 

demonstrations targeting far-right parties and their electoral campaigns, for example the 

Sardines protests in Italy (Caruso & De Blasio, 2021; Colombo et al., 2024) and the 

protests against the Golden Dawn in Greece (Ellinas & Lamprianou, 2021, 2023). Others 

protest the far right in government, for instance the inclusion of the FPÖ in the Austrian 

coalition government in 2000 (Art, 2007; Fallend & Heinisch, 2016). 

Civil society occasionally turns to more disruptive strategies. Protests, like those against 

the Hess Gedenkmarsch in Germany (Zeller, 2022), can turn into more confrontative 

blockades of far-right demonstrations. Far-right party conventions, for example by the 

French Front National (Mayer, 1995), are often disrupted by civil society actors. 

Antifascists sometimes employ violence against the far right (Katsourides & 

Charalambous, 2024). However, a series of studies indicates that the civil society 

mobilization against the far right, including by antifascist groups, is largely nonviolent 

(Carter, 2024; Ellinas & Lamprianou, 2021, 2023; Hyland, 2024; Vüllers & Hellmeier, 
2022). 



12 
 

Contentious strategies are mostly sustained by movements whose collective identity 

centers around countering the far right. Historically, the antifa mobilization has been the 

most important force against the far right in many countries both in Eastern and Western 

Europe (Hyland, 2024; Jänicke, 2024) as well as in North America (Carter, 2024). In the 

past three decades, countermovements emerged against specific far-right actors without 

using the antifa label, for example the Anti-Front National movement in France in the 

1990s (Mayer, 1995), or, more recently the Sardines movement in Italy (Caruso & De 

Blasio, 2021; Colombo et al., 2024). These movements are often more temporary and do 

not develop a strong collective identity.  

Sometimes, contentious strategies against the far right take place within the framework 

of broader campaigns against racism, such as the Belgian Hand in Hand movement in the 

1990s (Detant, 2005). In our sample of studies, there are only two references to other 

types of social movements that employ strategies against the far right: Examples are the 

farmers’ movement (Narasimhaiah, 2022) and local feminist groups (Kadiwal, 2023) in 

India. This does not mean that other progressive movements, such as the environmental 

or the labor movement, do not stand up against the far right. Very often, they are integral 
parts of the broader countermovements mentioned above. 

 

Table 2: Studies on contentious strategies 

 Far-right target Method 
Out-

come 
Scope 

 Action Actors 
Ideo. 

& 
disc. 

Quan. Qual.  Temp. Geo. 

Katsourides & Charalambous 
2024 

✓   ✓ ✓  2010-2021 Cyprus 

Zeller 2022 ✓    ✓ ✓ 1980s-1990s 
UK, Austria, 

Germany 

Zeller 2021 ✓    ✓ ✓ 1990-2015 Germany 

Ince 2022 ✓    ✓  1989-1996 UK 

Kurylo 2022 ✓    ✓  2020-2021 Poland 

Narasimhaiah 2021 ✓    ✓  2020-2021 India 

Vüllers & Hellmeier 2022 ✓   ✓  ✓ 2014-2017 Germany 

Wood 2021 ✓   ✓   2017-2019 US, Canada 

Hager et al. 2022 ✓     ✓ 2018-2019 Germany 

Hellmeier 2022 ✓      Since 2014 Germany 

Merrill & Pries 2019 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓  2014 Sweden 

Ellinas & Lamprianou 2021  ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ 2006-2020 Greece 

Casaroes et al. 2024  ✓   ✓ ✓ 2016-2022 Brazil 

Linden & Klandermans 2006   ✓   ✓ ✓ 1996-1999 Netherlands 

Mayer 1995  ✓   ✓ ✓ 1993-1994 France 

Schwartz 2024  ✓   ✓ ✓ 1989-1995 Canada 

Hamdaoui 2022  ✓   ✓  2017-2020 Italy 

Fox 2019  ✓   ✓  1990s Australia 

Ellinas & Lamprianou 2023  ✓  ✓  ✓ 2009-2019 Greece 
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Caruso & De Blasio 2021   ✓  ✓   2019-2020 Italy 

Lundberg 2023  ✓  ✓   2020 Sweden 

Colombo et al. 2024  ✓    ✓ 1995- 2020 Italy 

Fallend & Heinisch 2016  ✓    ✓ 2000-2007 Austria 

Petzold 2020  ✓     2005-2016 Germany 

Art 2007  ✓    ✓ Unspecific 
Germany, 

Austria 

Drüeke 2023  ✓     Since 2017 Austria 

Eatwell 2010  ✓     Unspecific UK 

Fangen & Carlsson 2013  ✓     Since 1990 Norway 

Mühe 2021  ✓     2020 Germany 

Schmitz & Marg 2017  ✓     2015 Germany 

Piotrowski & Kocyba 2024   ✓ ✓ ✓  2021 Poland 

Kadiwal 2023   ✓  ✓  Unspecific India 

Detant 2005   ✓    1990s Belgium 

Ramme 2019   ✓    Unspecific Poland 

Strauß 2021   ✓    Unspecific Germany 

 

Public-Sphere Strategies 

Public-sphere strategies represent different approaches that are primarily aimed at a 

broader audience and state institutions such as policy makers or law enforcement 

authorities. Existing studies document the variety of actors that use public-sphere 

strategies against the far right: Business associations, online activists, local and 

transnational non-governmental organizations, as well as religious, cultural, and welfare 

organizations. Self-organized nonprofit media also feature as actors (Ellinas & 

Lamprianou, 2021). Most studies focus on one type of actor while only a few engage in 

comparative research.  Public-sphere strategies often involve discursive and symbolic 

elements. One would thus expect that they tackle primarily far-right ideology and 

discourse. However, most of the studies in our sample focus on public-sphere strategies 

against specific far-right actors (10), and only some on strategies against far-right 
ideology and discourse (5) and far-right action (2).  

Moreover, the content of public-sphere strategies varies substantially. Many civil society 

organizations use positive and inclusive frames of democracy and tolerance in the public 

sphere (De Cleen, 2015; Lundberg, 2021, 2023), while others engage more specifically in 

anti-racist messages. Detant (2005), for example, describes how the Belgian Hand in Hand 

movement used anti-racist discourses to sensitize public opinion in response to the 

electoral success of the Vlams Blok in the 1990s. In contrast, other studies show how civil 

society actors employ more confrontative messages, in particular the public 

condemnation of far-right policies (Casarões et al., 2024; Fallend & Heinisch, 2016). There 

is mixed evidence about the impact of content type on the far right: While public 

condemnation was a key strategy against Bolsonaro in Brazil (Casarões et al., 2024), it 

appears to not have limited the FPÖ’s success in Austria in the early 2000s (Fallend & 
Heinisch, 2016). 
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With regard to the forms of public intervention, the studies in our sample documents the 

impact of technological change on the public sphere. A few studies describe classic offline 

techniques such as leafletting and postering (Schwartz, 2024) or printing small 

information handouts (Laumond, 2023) and some focus on traditional media such as 

newspapers (Ellinas & Lamprianou, 2021). Most of the research in our sample 

investigates the use of digital strategies against the far right. These can be subsumed 

under what Katsourides and Charalambous (2024) call digital activism. Other studies 

concentrate on more specific techniques, such as the construction of collective identities 

and narratives (Pennucci, 2024), the use of protest hashtags (Merrill & Pries, 2019), as 

well as online civic monitoring (Hatakka, 2020; Primig & Lück-Benz, 2024). There is no 

research that comparatively assesses the effectiveness of different communication 

channels. Digital activism promises innovative ways of countering the far-right, but 

Hatakka (2020) argues that civic monitoring might not be especially effective in curbing 

the appeal of radical right online action. 

 

Table 3: Studies on public-sphere strategies 

 Far-right target Method 
Out-

come 
Scope 

 Action Actors 
Ideo. 

& 
disc. 

Quan. Qual.  Temp. Geo. 

Katsourides & Charalambous 
2024 

✓   ✓ ✓  2010-2021 Cyprus 

Merrill & Pries 2019 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓  2014 Sweden 

Ellinas & Lamprianou 2021  ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ 2006-2020 Greece 

Lundberg 2021  ✓  ✓ ✓  2018-2019 Sweden 

Pennucci 2024  ✓  ✓ ✓  2022 Italy, UK 

Kinderman 2021  ✓  ✓   2017-2020 Germany 

Lundberg 2023  ✓  ✓   2020 Sweden 

Casaroes et al. 2024  ✓   ✓ ✓ 2016-2022 Brazil 

Schwartz 2024  ✓   ✓ ✓ 1989-1995 Canada 

Laumond 2023  ✓   ✓  2013-2021 Germany 

Fallend & Heinisch 2016  ✓    ✓ 2000-2007 Austria 

Hatakka 2020   ✓  ✓ ✓ 2011-2017 Finland 

De Cleen 2015   ✓  ✓  1991-1995 Belgium 

Primig & Luecker-Benz 2024    ✓  ✓  2019-2020 Germany 

Detant 2005   ✓    1990s Belgium 

Cannon 2023   ✓    Unspecific Ireland 

 

Cultural and Educational Strategies 

Cultural and educational strategies constitute a fundamental pillar in civil society’s effort 

to counter the far right, with these approaches being essential for addressing the 

ideological and discursive dimensions of far-right influence. Cultural and educational 

strategies also represent the most diverse category. What these strategies have in 
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common is that they involve the creation and dissemination of symbols and knowledge to 

induce learning processes and cultural transformation. Our sample includes five studies 

focusing on strategies against far-right actors and six against far-right ideology and 

discourse. However, these categories often overlap. Cultural and educational practices 

tackle far-right ideologies and discourses almost by design but are also directed against 

specific actors articulating these ideologies and discourses. We did not find any research 

that studies the impact of cultural and educational strategies on far-right action.  

Most of the studies speak to education strategies that are prominent in Germany: First, 

civil society actors play a key role in democratic education (Pedahzur, 2003). Second, 

counseling services against right-wing extremism (Mobile Beratung gegen 

Rechtsextremismus) provide support and education for victims of the far right, other civil 

society organizations, and local administrations (Roth, 2010). Third, exit strategies aim at 

the deradicalization of young far-right activists by providing them with educational and 

job opportunities. Civil society plays a key role, because they are more flexible than public 
administrations in implementing these strategies (Nauditt & Wermerskirch, 2013) .  

Another cluster of studies focuses on mnemonic practices as a key cultural strategy, which 

are also important in Germany due to its Nazi past. Petzold (2020) shows how in the 

1990s and early 2000s, antifascists and local memory activists contested the far right's 

appropriation of the commemorative events around the Dresden bombings at the end of 

the Second World War. This involved challenging the depoliticized character of the 

mainstream events as well as the struggle for a greater acknowledgement of Jewish 

suffering under National Socialism. Turkoglu et al. (2023) describe the Stolpersteine 

commemorative initiative in Germany. This involves placing brass pavement stones on 

the sidewalk in front of the former homes of victims of National Socialism. Mnemonic 

practices in Germany are tightly connected to democratic education. A similar strategy is 

the subject of the study by Müller (2024). She uses the example of the NoPegida coalition 

in Dresden to show how left-wing movements increasingly mobilize local heritage such 

as architecture, traditions, and narratives against the far right. 

Two studies describe cultural and educational strategies outside the German context. 

Carter (2024) describes how militant antifascists in Britain used music in two ways to 

fight the far right. First, music allowed antifascists to create a space in which they could 

engage with a wider public, and second, to undermine the far right to do the same. 

Moreover, Kadiwal (2023) shows how feminist movements in India are engaged in 

knowledge creation and learning processes against the Hindutva far right.  

Only two studies examine the outcomes of cultural and educational strategies. Carter 

(2024) claims that the antifascist use of music prevented the far right from expanding its 

own cultural spaces and dissemination. Turkoglu et al. (2023) find that the placement of 

the commemorative Stolpersteine in an area had a negative impact on the far right's 

electoral performance. 
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Table 4: Studies on cultural and educational strategies 

 Far-right target Method 
Out-

come 
Scope 

 Action Actors 
Ideo. 

& 
disc. 

Quan. Qual.  Temp. Geo. 

Turkoglu et al. 2023 
 ✓  ✓  ✓ 2013-2021 Germany 

Carter 2024 
 ✓   ✓ ✓ 1988-2000 UK 

Petzhold 2020 
 ✓     2005-2016 Germany 

Schulz et al. 2022 
 ✓     2020-2021 Germany 

Roth 2010 
 ✓ ✓    unspecific Germany 

Müller 2024 
  ✓ ✓ ✓  2017-2021 Germany 

Kadiwal 2023 
  ✓  ✓  unspecific India 

Pedahzur 2003 
  ✓  ✓  1990s Germany 

Boumaiza 2013 
  ✓    unspecific Germany 

Nauditt & Wermerskirch 
2013 

  ✓    2012 Germany 

 

Networking Strategies 

Thirteen studies in our sample have examined different forms of networking strategies 

against the far right. All studies document how diverse types of civil society actors join 

forces by tackling different levels of analysis. First, several studies highlight the need to 

build alliances across political ideologies. An illustrative example is the article by Hyland 

(2024) on the history of antifascist groups in Britain, which have repeatedly collaborated 

with “more moderate and liberal groups” against the far right. Second, three studies 

showcase how movements build intersectional coalitions. For example, the farmers’ 

movement build intersectional bridges across classes and ethnicities to resist the far right 

in government (Narasimhaiah, 2022). Building cross-ethnic coalitions is especially 

important for minorities (Kadiwal, 2023). Furthermore, Nettelbladt (2023) shows the 

importance of creating effective alliances with state actors. Third, the studies document 

that networking strategies occur on different levels. This ranges from building ties with 

individuals (Lundberg, 2021) as well as communities and youth (Pedahzur, 2003; 

Schwartz, 2024) – mostly at the local level (Nettelbladt, 2023; Santamarina, 2021) – to the 

national and transnational level (Casarões et al., 2024). The widespread use of networking 

strategies across countries reflects the realization that isolated efforts against far-right 

phenomena are insufficient and that effective counterstrategies require coordinated 
cooperation, shared expertise, and comprehensive support strategies. 

However, only two studies actually examined the outcomes of networking strategies 

(Casarões et al., 2024; Schwartz, 2024). Moreover, all studies treat networking strategies 

as only one aspect among many in the struggle against the far right, which makes it 

difficult to isolate the effect of networking. 
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Table 5: Studies on networking strategies 

 Far-right target Method 
Out-

come 
Scope 

 Action Actors 
Ideo. 

& 
disc. 

Quan. Qual.  Temp. Geo. 

Narasimhaiah 2022 ✓    ✓  
2020-2021 India 

Stimpel & Olk 2012 ✓      
Unspecific Germany 

Lundberg 2021  ✓  ✓ ✓  
2018-2019 Sweden 

Casaroes et al. 2024  ✓   ✓ ✓ 2016-2022 Brazil 

Schwartz 2024  ✓   ✓ ✓ 1989-1995 Canada 

Hyland 2024  ✓   ✓  
Since 1945 UK 

Nettelbladt 2023   ✓   ✓  
2020-2021 Germany 

Santamarina 2021  ✓   ✓  
2019-2020 Spain 

Fangen & Carlsson 2013 
 ✓     since 1990 Norway 

Roth 2010  ✓ ✓    
Unspecific Germany 

Kadiwal 2023   ✓  ✓  
Unspecific India 

Pedahzur 2003   ✓  ✓  
1990s Germany 

Cannon 2023   ✓    
Unspecific Ireland 

 

Organizational Strategies 

Organizational strategies are by far the least studied type of civil society action in 

academic literature: Only two studies in our sample looked at the use of internal sanctions 

and regulations. Moreover, organizational strategies only represent the secondary focus 

of both studies. Laumond (2023) provides the example of a foundation that changed its 

bylaws to exclude the AfD from its premises. The study on trade unions, sports clubs, and 

churches by Schroeder et al. (2023) examines how these organizations respond to the far 

right. Organizations prefer to distance themselves discursively from the far right, while 

internal regulations and sanctions such as changes in bylaws or the exclusion of members 

rarely occur, since they “are only considered to be a last resort” (Schroeder et al., 2023, p. 

598). Overall, the authors find that organizations do not follow a coherent strategy but 

rather mix preventive and reactive measures to respond to a variety of far-right 

challenges.  

Despite the lack of academic research, organizational strategies represent a central focus 

within civil society approaches to countering the far right. This is evidenced by the large 

number of guidance documents dealing with these internal measures compared to other 

strategies (30.9%). These documents complement academic knowledge about what kind 

of organizational strategies are chosen. Our analysis reveals that positioning within the 

organization is the most frequently addressed strategy (110 documents), followed by 

codes of conduct (83) like a mission statement or integration into the statutes; and 

exclusion mechanism (58), i.e. exclusion from the organization, but also from events or in 

online debates. Other key strategies include internal problem identification and 

acknowledgement (33), security measures (25), representation of diversity (17), i.e. in 

committees or on panels, and empowerment of members (3).  We found these strategies 
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across all fields, which indicates their universal applicability and importance regardless 

of field or organizational focus. This emphasis on organizational strategies reflects civil 

society’s recognition that effective counterstrategies require robust internal foundations, 

clear institutional positioning, and considered membership management. The prevalence 

of organizational strategies in civil society documents is why we decided to include them 

as a distinct category in our analysis. 

 

Table 6: Studies on organizational strategies 

 Far-right target Method 
Out-

come 
Scope 

 Action Actors 
Ideo. 

& 
disc. 

Quan. Qual.  Temp. Geo. 

Laumond 2023  
✓   ✓  2013-2021 Germany 

Schroeder et al. 2023  
✓   ✓  Unspecific Germany 

 

Insights from Practitioner Knowledge 

Practitioner knowledge adds crucial insights that systematic reviews of academic studies 

alone cannot capture. While organizational strategies represent the most striking gap 

between academic research and practice, civil society documents provide valuable insight 

across all five strategy categories (see Table 6): Networking strategies appear in 154 

documents (80.6%), cultural and educational strategies in 156 documents (81.7%), and 

public-sphere strategies in 133 documents (69.6%). In contrast to these high frequencies, 

contentious strategies are addressed in only 28 documents (14.7%). This notable gap 

between  practitioner documents and academic research (62.5% of the studies) likely 

reflects what organizations choose to document rather than their actual use of such 

strategies, and may also be based on the different actor types studied: academic research 

gravitates toward movements and grassroots initiatives, while guidance documents come 

primarily from institutionalized organizations that emphasize strategies they can 
officially endorse.  

The documents detail practitioners’ perspective within each strategy type: building 

alliances, conducting dialogue, and supporting victims (networking strategies); 

democratic education, counseling services, and combating disinformation (educational 

strategies); awareness campaigns, press work, and monitoring (public-sphere strategies). 

The documents reflect practitioners' understanding that effective counterstrategies 

require robust internal foundations, cross-organizational cooperation, long-term 

educational work, and public positioning. However, systematic empirical evidence testing 

these practitioner assumptions remains largely absent from academic research, 

particularly for the organizational, networking, and educational strategies that appear 
most frequently in civil society guidance materials. 
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Table 7: Frequency of civil society strategies against the far right across types of knowledge 

 

Appraisal and Research Agenda 

The systematic analysis of the academic literature and organizational documents has 

revealed the broad range of civil society strategies against the far right. We have clustered 

these strategies into five categories: (1) contentious strategies, (2) public-sphere 

strategies, (3) cultural and educational strategies, (4) networking strategies, and (5) 

organizational strategies. Beyond this categorization, our systematic literature review 

allows us to map the field of research, identify gaps and limitations as well as suggest 
avenues for further research. 

We observe that scholarly knowledge about these strategies is distributed unevenly 

across several dimensions. While scholarship is already quite advanced in a few areas, 

there is little work done in many others. This applies to both the types and targets of civil 

strategies. Research focuses primarily on contentious strategies – 35 of the 56 studies in 

our sample address topics such as counter-protests and similar tactics. There is also some 

research on networking strategies (13 studies), cultural and educational strategies (10 

studies), and public-sphere strategies (16 studies). In contrast, there is almost no research 

on organizational strategies, on which we found only two studies. This lack of research is 

even more striking when we consider that civil society practitioners themselves pay great 

attention to organizational strategies: About 30% of our codes in the analysis of 

documents pointed to these strategies. We also find some imbalances with regard to the 

scholarly attention paid to the effects on the far right. Most studies in our sample focus on 

the effects of civil society strategies on far-right actors (32 studies). Fewer studies address 

the effects on far-right action (12 studies) and far-right ideology and discourse (14 
studies) – although these represent relatively broad categories.  

Our analysis points to four key avenues for future research on civil society strategies: (1) 

regional scope, (2) cross-country comparison, (3) variation in strategy types, and (4) 

effectiveness. First, the geographic focus of the existing research is limited. Almost all our 

countries come from the Global North, with a heavy focus on Western, Southern, and 

Northern Europe. Only three studies focus on Poland as a post-communist country. 

 CSO documents Academic studies 

 Number Share Number Share 

Contentious strategies 28 14.7% 35 62.5% 

Public-sphere strategies 133 69.6% 16 28.6% 

Cultural and educational practices 156 81.7% 10 17.9% 

Networking strategies 154 80.6% 13 23.2% 

Organizational strategies 142 74.3% 2 3.6% 

Total  191 100% 56 100% 
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Research on the Global South is extremely underrepresented. Two studies study civil 

society strategies in India and one in Brazil. Future research on responses to the far right 

would benefit from drawing more systematically on work on democratization and 

autocratization (Boese et al., 2022; Capoccia, 2026; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; Merkel & 

Lührmann, 2021), which offers important insights into counter-mobilization, the 

conditions for democratic resilience, and the role of civil society beyond the Global North. 

Second, our review highlights the scarcity of cross-country comparative research. Only 

five studies look at civil society strategies in several countries: Zeller (2021) compares 

contentious strategies in Germany, Austria, and England, Wood (2021) studies protests 

against the far right in Canada and the US, Pennucci (2024) the construction of narratives 

and identities in Italy and the UK, Ince (2022) focuses on antifascism in Britain and 

Ireland, and Art (2007) addresses counter-protests in Germany and Austria. With the 

exception of Casaroes et al., (2024) the transnational dimension of anti-far-right action is 

extremely understudied. This underscores the importance of developing more 

comparative research across countries and political contexts to understand how 

institutional environments shape civil society strategies.  

Third, advancing this field will require systematic comparison of different types of civil 

society strategies. Most studies in our sample (39) examine only one of the 5 strategy 

categories. Only 15 studies include references to strategies that fall into different 

categories. And only a few of these do so in a systematic way (Katsourides & 

Charalambous, 2024; Laumond, 2023; Lundberg, 2021, 2023; Pedahzur, 2003). 

Comparing across strategies is particularly important since most civil society 

organizations can pursue more than a single strategy but are often faced with tough 

choices into which strategy they should invest their resources. Our findings suggest that 

emerging research on protest against the far right (e.g. Druckman et al., 2025; Koos et al., 

2026; Meier et al., 2025; Rocchetti & Pilati, 2025) would benefit from considering other 

forms of civil society action. For instance, a systematic assessment of anti-far-right 

coalitions is still missing. Future research can build on the vast literature on social 

movement coalitions to examine the emergence and endurance of networking strategies 

(for overviews, see e.g. Brooker & Meyer, 2018; McCammon & Moon, 2015). 

Fourth, very few studies examine the effectiveness of civil society strategies. Only 16 of 

our 56 studies report findings about the outcomes of civil society strategies. Moreover, 

effectiveness is assessed unevenly across strategy types: while there are several 

important studies assessing the effects of contentious strategies (Colombo et al., 2024; 

Ellinas & Lamprianou, 2023; Zeller, 2021), there are only two such studies for networking 

strategies (Casarões et al., 2024; Schwartz, 2024) and none for organizational strategies. 

Advancing this line of research requires to develop clearer conceptualizations and 

measurements of strategic effectiveness, specifying whether strategies aim to influence 

public opinion, electoral outcomes, institutional decision-making, or broader democratic 

norms. Moreover, scholars should differentiate between short-, medium-, and long-term 

effects and systematically compare the goals and outcomes associated with different 

repertoires of action.  

Our findings also connect to broader debates on the effectiveness of political and societal 

responses to the far right. Civil society strategies do not operate in isolation but interact 
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with responses from political parties, media institutions, and state actors. Future research 

should therefore examine these interactions and explore how different actors jointly 
shape collective responses to far-right mobilization.  

Taken together, these four limitations indicate where a future research agenda can be 

developed. First, researchers need to examine organizational strategies against the far 

right. Relevant questions include how organizations use sanctions and regulations to 

address external and internal challenges, and how these strategies affect organizational 

development, identity, and membership. Second, future research should expand the 

geographical scope beyond the Global North. This might generate new strategies and test 

existing findings about strategies and their effectiveness. Third, researchers should 

design more comparative studies – both across countries and strategy types. Cross-

country comparative research helps understand how different political opportunity 

structures shape civil society strategies and their effectiveness. Comparing different 

strategy types focuses on the challenging strategic choices faced by civil society 

organizations in real-world scenarios. Fourth, the effectiveness of civil society strategies 

remains underexplored, particularly in relation to their interactions with other actors and 

in terms of the tools used to measure effectiveness. This is a challenging task given the 

complex causalities involved in determining far-right success and failure, but it is a 
necessary one. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper examined how civil society organizations respond to the rise of the far right. It 

offers the first comprehensive and systematic review of the fragmented scholarly 

literature on civil society strategies, integrating insights from multiple disciplines and 

subfields and combining them with a targeted analysis of documents produced by 

organized civil society actors. In doing so, the study systematizes existing knowledge on 

civil society strategies against the far right and lays the groundwork for a future research 

agenda in this area. It identifies key empirical and theoretical gaps and offers conceptual 
tools for more systematic analysis of strategies to counter the far right.  

Our analysis yields three main findings. First, civil society organizations employ a much 

broader range of strategies than is reflected in the scholarly literature. While contentious 

strategies dominate academic debates, they represent only one part of civil society 

strategies. Organizational, networking, and preventive strategies play a central role in 

practice but remain significantly understudied. This imbalance suggests that current 
research captures only a partial picture of how civil society counters the far right.   

Second, existing research shows substantial variation across countries and contexts and 

provides only limited evidence on the effectiveness of civil society strategies. While some 

studies find that protest can reduce the electoral success of far-right actors, systematic 

knowledge about the broader effects of civil society interventions remains scarce. In 

particular, there is a lack of comparative research, limited attention to organizational and 

preventive strategies, and little systematic analysis of how different strategies influence 

public attitudes, political behavior, or institutional outcomes. As a result, we know 
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relatively little about which strategies work, under what conditions, and with what 

intended or unintended consequences.  

Third, our findings demonstrate the importance of bridging scholarly and practitioner 

knowledge. Civil society documents offer valuable insights into strategies and practices 

that are rarely captured in academic research, particularly regarding organizational 

capacity building, network formation, and long-term educational work. Integrating 

academic and practitioner perspectives therefore provides a more comprehensive 

understanding of how civil society actors seek to counter the far right and helps identify 
important blind spots in existing scholarship.  

Taken together, our paper outlines a research agenda for the systematic study of civil 

society strategies against the far right. Future research should develop more comparative 

designs, devote greater attention to organizational and preventive strategies, and employ 

methods that allow for systematic assessment of their effects on attitudes, behavior, and 

institutions. By synthesizing existing scholarship and incorporating practitioner 

knowledge, the paper provides a structured overview of the repertoire of strategies that 

civil society deploys against the far right and highlights key gaps in current research. This 

contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of societal responses to far-right 

mobilization and offers a foundation for future work on civil society’s role in 
strengthening democratic resilience.  
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