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Abstract
Luke Cooper’s Authoritarian Contagion  draws attention to the  politics of protec-
tion  proffered by contemporary ethno-nationalist  authoritarian rulers. This arti-
cle argues that the origins of this protectionist politics  lies in neoliberal projects, 
which promoted conservative social hierarchies, such as those associated with gen-
der, race and class, to further capital accumulation. These neoliberal projects led to 
anti-democratic governance and the concentration of wealth and power, trends that 
contemporary authoritarian leaders claim to challenge but, in fact, consolidate and 
intensify in the name of protecting an ethnically-defined people.

Keywords Authoritarian protectionism · Authoritarian populism · Neoliberalism · 
Conservativism · Democracy · Moral economy

In Authoritarian Contagion, Luke Cooper foregrounds the role of ‘authoritar-
ian protectionism’ in the authoritarian politics that has spread across the world in 
the last decade. Cooper argues that leaders from the USA to Hungary, China, and 
India have taken advantage of crises to mobilise support on the basis of a three-
step ‘ideological logic’ involving first, ethnically homogenising the nation; second, 
constructing enemies for this ethnically defined nation; and third, presenting this 
nation as under threat (Cooper 2021, 15). In response to their constructed threats, 
leaders have offered various, essentially authoritarian, solutions that promise to 
protect the collective such as illiberal democracy, in the case of Poland and Hun-
gary, or anti-democratic republicanism in the USA (Cooper 2021, 35–38). Cooper 
(2021, 56) highlights the inequalities generated by neoliberalism as key in generat-
ing support for authoritarian protectionist leaders and argues that the uncanny com-
bination of crony capitalism and state intervention that have been the hallmarks of 
contemporary authoritarian regimes challenges technocratic, globalist neoliberal-
ism. In this article, I argue that authoritarian protectionism is not just a reaction to 
the outcomes of neoliberal economics but the product of moral–political–economic 
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projects of neoliberalism. Neoliberal political projects, even in their ‘progressive’ 
and ‘inclusive’ guises, have valorised and promoted conservative social hierarchies 
related to marriage, the family, and notions of civilisation. They have also facilitated 
anti-democratic governance and concentrated wealth and power with a small elite. 
The solutions that contemporary authoritarian protectionists propose do little to dis-
rupt these trends but, rather, consolidate and intensify them in a supposed effort to 
resolve neoliberal crises. In arguing this, the article challenges Cooper’s dichotomy 
between the authoritarian individualism of earlier right-wing neoliberal regimes and 
the authoritarian collectivism of contemporary authoritarian regimes by highlight-
ing some fundamental continuities deriving from the structural role of traditional 
social hierarchies in neoliberalism.

Neoliberalism as a conservative moral–political–economic project

Contrary to the depiction of neoliberalism as concerned with laissez faire and the 
creation of homo economicus, theories and practices of neoliberalism have consti-
tuted a moral–political–economic project aimed at disciplining individuals into the 
logic of specific forms of market competition and protecting the market from mass 
revolt through the remaking of states and households (Bruff 2019; Whyte 2019; 
Brown 2019; Kundnani 2021). At the heart of neoliberal thought was the moral 
claim that markets, unlike mass politics, could pacify conflict and create social 
cooperation. Also central was an explicit or implicit (depending on the thinker) 
acknowledgement that non-market forces, such as family care, were necessary for 
stable market activity. Neoliberal thinkers thus sought to curtail democratic poli-
tics and establish a conservative moral framework that valorised traditional social 
hierarchies. These measures were to ensure the marketised reform of the state and 
the household, sanction the inequalities produced by markets and ensure priva-
tised social reproduction. Prominent neoliberal thinkers from all traditions upheld 
forms of anti-democratic and authoritarian politics, patriarchal family values and the 
‘standard of civilisation’—a social evolutionary racial understanding of history in 
which the Christian West was the pinnacle.

German ordoliberals, like Wilhelm Röpke, were the most explicit in their infu-
sion of markets with traditional morals and in their rejection of democracy. Ordo-
liberals feared moral degeneration would be the result of mass politics and a sole 
focus on market efficiency. Their solutions included the establishment of a strong 
technocratic state insulated from democracy and the economy and the cultivation of 
an extra-economic framework based on the family, religion and rural land (Brown 
2019, 77–78, Slobodian 2018, 85, Saull 2018, 732). Röpke,

for instance, characterised the proletarian masses as primitive and barbarous 
because they lacked values such as self-discipline and honesty that were necessary 
for market competition. He also defended apartheid South Africa on the grounds 
that it was essential to maintaining global economic order (Slobodian 2018, 150).

The presence of traditional morals and the rejection of popular sovereignty is less 
overt in Friedrich Hayek’s thought but still clearly evident. The defence of the ‘cen-
tral values of civilisation’ against the rise of mass politics was the central goal of the 
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Mont Pelerin Society. Hayek identified the morals of the Christian West—honesty, 
belief in property and the family—as the source of the West’s dominance. He also 
came to regard religion as necessary for invoking the emotions necessary to submit 
to the market (Whyte 2019, 64). Both markets and morals, he argued, were ‘spon-
taneously’ derived and necessary for social order. Hence, only limited government, 
an expanded ‘personal protected sphere’ and the containment of popular sovereignty 
and demands for redistribution were conducive to freedom (Brown 2019, 104). 
Despite his desire to limit the state’s legislative power, Hayek called for immigration 
controls because of the threat migrants may pose to western culture and its liberal 
principles, the condition of market competition (Kundnani 2021, 11). Hayek and 
Milton Friedman both infamously collaborated with Pinochet’s authoritarian regime 
on the grounds that a liberal dictatorship was necessary to bring political freedom in 
a country long under the yoke of a welfare state. Though notions of natural liberty 
rather than civilisation underpinned Friedman’s neoliberalism, like Röpke, he sup-
ported white rule in southern Africa to defend against the threat of electoral democ-
racy, which threatened to empower the economically weak and limit the spread of 
economic freedom. As Melinda Cooper (2017, 67–71) has noted, there is a frequent 
slippage in Friedman’s work between advocacy of individual responsibility and fam-
ily responsibility. This slippage implicitly recognised the role of the family in social-
ising individuals and providing the means for social reproduction for dependents in 
the absence of state welfare. Due to his focus on agglomerative market outcomes, 
this slippage also reflected his lack of interest in the impact of this burden on actual 
households (Bruff 2019, 371).

Neoliberal practice has followed the theory; if not in the latter’s intended out-
comes, then in enacting the means necessary to promote market societies. Neoliberal 
practices spread globally, and in variegated forms, in various ways. The neoliberal 
Chicago school economists had direct influence over the design of the Pinochet-
era constitution in Chile; foundations, business lobbies and thinktanks facilitated 
neoliberal reforms in the USA and the United Kingdom; and international finan-
cial institutions aided their spread in the global South. Neoliberal social orders, far 
from giving life to a spontaneously evolved market, with individuals self-regulating 
with spontaneously evolved morals, have created particular types of private markets 
dominated by large capitalist interests and concentrated wealth and power with a 
small minority. Nonetheless, the prescribed means by which neoliberal social orders 
were to be brought about—regulatory reform, anti-democratic governance, and the 
promotion of traditional morals—have been prominent in the practice of neoliber-
alism globally. In both the theory and the practice of neoliberalism, conservative 
morals did not just serve the purpose of ideologically building a majority, as Cooper 
(2021, 25) highlights, but rather, reflected the structural dependence in capitalist 
social orders on extra-economic frameworks. Accumulation depends on unpaid or 
low-paid social reproductive labour and expropriated labour to lower the cost of pro-
duction and these processes are mediated by a range of social hierarchies includ-
ing race, gender, and age (Fraser 2018). This is particularly the case in neoliberal 
capitalist social orders with their intense focus on market competition which has led 
to increasingly privatised social reproduction, and the super-exploitation and expro-
priation of labour, as reflected in the growth of the informal sector in the global 
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South and precarious labour in both the South and the North. These outcomes have 
relied on the heightened assertion of traditional social hierarchies and anti-demo-
cratic practices, such as legislation that strengthened the power of corporations and 
weakened labour, and institutional and constitutional changes that shielded policies 
from dissent.

The slippage between the individual and the family and the defence of civilisa-
tion was evident in Margaret Thatcher’s neoliberal project, as highlighted by Cooper 
(2021, 26) who notes that she: ‘taunted her opponents by quoting the Labour mani-
festos of the 1970s, arguing her policy agenda would realise an “irreversible shift 
… of power … in favour of working people and their families” (Thatcher, 1987, 
np)’. Likewise, Thatcher reproduced racial-civilisational tropes linked to traditional 
morals: ‘“Civilised society doesn’t just happen”, Thatcher argued, “[i] t has to be 
sustained by standards widely accepted and upheld. And we must draw on the moral 
energy of society … [and] the values of family life”’ (Cooper 2021, 26). Thatcher 
placed rhetorical emphasis on the opportunity for assimilation provided by adher-
ence to a market order by racial minorities, but the effects of her policies reproduced 
racial hierarchies while creating new forms of class divisions within racial groups 
(Shilliam 2018, 115–116). Policies emphasising private responsibility for public 
goods were directed towards middle class white families, while deindustrialisation 
created a white underclass. Influenced by American conservative discourses, Black 
single mothers were particularly targeted as burdens on the public purse, reproduc-
ing distinctions between a deserving and undeserving poor that legitimised cuts to 
public spending (McNeil 1991, 228–236). The Thatcher regime also relied on the 
heightened use of state violence and legal changes to curb resistance to the neolib-
eral reforms (Gamble 1994; Hall 1988).

An alliance between neoliberalism and conservative Catholicism also under-
pinned the world’s first neoliberal regime in Chile under the dictatorship of Augusto 
Pinochet, which introduced a fully privatised welfare system. Chile’s 1980 constitu-
tion combined a Catholic focus on dignity, freedom, and the family with the espousal 
of private enterprise, competition, ‘choice’ and legalistic and depoliticised human 
rights (Whyte 2019, 194). The Chicago School economist, Arnold Harberger, based 
his support for the Pinochet dictatorship on Latin Americans’ supposed inclination 
towards romanticism, self-pity, and demagoguery—qualities that left them ill-suited 
to economic freedom (Whyte 2019, 161–162).

Likewise, California governor, Ronald Reagan’s welfare reforms tied together 
themes of family self-sufficiency and moral reform in policies such as welfare cuts, 
marriage promotion and workfare that were common to both his neoliberal and neo-
conservative constituencies and advisors. Reagan sought to enact this Californian 
blueprint across the country as president. The black ‘welfare queen’ was promi-
nent in Reagan’s election campaigning. He also introduced a suite of welfare cuts 
early in his presidency, including particularly radical cuts to the Aid to Families and 
Dependent Children (AFDC) programme, which both neoliberals and neoconserva-
tives blamed for generating a moral crisis of the family (Cooper 2017, 64). This and 
the cuts to immigrant and Native American welfare programmes created a gendered, 
racialised workfare regime with work requirements and incentives pushing recipi-
ents into low-wage and insecure jobs (Perry 2020, 56).
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Reagan’s agenda was only partly fulfilled, but it was taken up and pushed further 
by the ‘progressive neoliberal’ Bill Clinton administration which introduced a more 
comprehensive workfare regime centred around conservative family values. This 
regime revived a family responsibility welfare tradition dating to the Elizabethan 
poor laws, which thrived in the post-Civil War period when it was first applied to 
former slaves who were compelled into legal marriages, spousal support, or child 
maintenance with the threat of being forced into convict labour or domestic servi-
tude for non-compliance. The Clinton administration’s Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act bore striking similarities to its reconstruction 
predecessor and included marriage promotion programmes, incentives for states to 
reduce birth rates without increasing abortion rates, and a system of coercive priva-
tised family responsibility. The latter involved reviving or creating family relation-
ships through the surveillance and enforcement of paternity obligations, with penal-
ties imposed on mothers to ensure cooperation and economic dependence on former 
partners rather than the state (Cooper 2017, 67–81). The Clinton administration also 
ended the federal entitlement to welfare, introduced time caps on welfare access 
and enforced compulsory work in the low-wage services sector—effectively a state 
subsidy that further depressed wages in a sector dominated by African American, 
Latina, and migrant women. Clinton’s crime law reforms entailed the ‘penalisation’ 
of welfare and poverty, which contributed to the largest increase in incarceration in 
American history, despite falling crime rates since the mid-1970s (Wacquant 2001). 
Incarceration helped to manage the imposition of neoliberal policies and attendant 
social insecurities while providing an alternative avenue for generating middle class 
legitimacy for political leaders in a context in which the economic and social mis-
sions of the state were increasingly redundant (Wacquant 2001, 402). Responsible 
fatherhood programmes, premised under the assumption that absent fathers produce 
fragile families and poor socio-economic outcomes, flourished under the Admin-
istration of another progressive neoliberal, Barack Obama. These targeted low-
income minority men and were integrated into the legal system as an alternative for 
incarceration (Cooper 2017, 101–113). Neoliberal governance in the USA has also 
entailed various forms of depoliticisation that hollowed out democracy such as the 
use of the law, technocracy, and management to move contentious issues, such as 
how to deal with economic crises and the power of corporations, out of the realm of 
public contestation and challenge (Brown 2015).

Though the Tony Blair government in the United Kingdom initially tried to 
reduce social inequalities through access to education and training and anti-discrim-
ination legislation, it was also heavily influenced by Clinton’s welfare reforms. New 
Labour introduced a workfare regime involving conditionalities, sanctions, and sur-
veillance aimed at modifying the behaviour of welfare recipients, with a particular 
focus on single-parent and low-income families, and a white male underclass which 
was portrayed as a symbol of national degeneracy (Shilliam 2018, 120–127). The 
Blair government, like the Clinton administration, introduced new anti-crime leg-
islation alongside neoliberalising reforms. This contributed to the largest increase 
in the prison population in the UK’s history with particularly high incarceration 
rates among black and other non-white minority women (Fisher 2006, 54, Wacquant 
2010, 209). The Blair government also adopted a mode of depoliticising technocratic 
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governance which placed ‘at one remove the political character of decision-making’ 
by emphasising decentralisation; the external validation of policies; the adoption of 
external rules; and the empowering of ostensibly non-political institutions with pol-
icy-making power (Burnham 2001, 136).

This mixture of conservative morals, which reinforced social hierarchies, and 
anti-democratic governance can also be seen outside out of the vanguard of neolib-
eralising states. India undertook economic liberalisation in 1991, following a pro-
business turn in the 1980s which favoured the middle classes and big business, in 
particular. In his speech announcing the need for fiscal adjustment, macroeconomic 
stabilisation, and a regime of austerity, the Finance Minister, Manmohan Singh, 
repeatedly highlighted the need for the people to make sacrifices and suffer pain to 
preserve India’s economic independence, invoking fears of neo-colonialism (Singh 
1991). In the speech, he recommended the adoption of Gandhi’s philosophy of trus-
teeship such that those who own and create wealth ‘have to hold it as a trust and use 
it in the interest of the society, and particularly of those who are under-privileged 
and without means’ (Singh 1991). For the masses he suggested Gandhi’s practice of 
austerity which, he argued was a ‘way of holding our society together in pursuit of 
the noble goal of banishing poverty, hunger and disease’ (Singh 1991, 8). Gandhi’s 
(1960, 14–15) concept of trusteeship was complex and can be read as paternalis-
tic and a doctrine of class reconciliation, but also as having radical potential, since 
it required extensive state-mediated redistribution of wealth from the rich and the 
taking of this wealth by force if the rich did not cooperate. Singh’s austerity and 
charity for the masses and trusteeship for the wealthy, however, was a firmly pater-
nalistic approach which sought to legitimise the inequalities produced by economic 
reforms while stemming discontent. The 1990s in India were marked by two trends 
that had long-term ramifications for democracy. Political participation deepened 
with the proliferation of caste-based and regional political parties and the demise 
of the formerly dominant Congress party, resulting in new regional, caste and reli-
gious stratifications and hierarchies. Simultaneously, notwithstanding Singh’s efforts 
at ideologically embedding austerity, India’s economic reforms proceeded with little 
public debate, as welfare programmes, social provisioning and public sector jobs 
were slashed and restructured and economic liberalisation undermined local indus-
tries, thereby exacerbating socio-political tensions (Jenkins 1999; Pai and Kumar 
2018). As this strategy came unstuck in the 2000s, with rising inequality and dis-
content, a revived Congress party-led coalition government attempted to fashion a 
progressive neoliberalism that included rights-based social protections to manage 
the ‘surplus population’ produced by India’s particular mode of neoliberalisation, 
which had failed to produce mass formal employment (Sanyal 2007). This agenda, 
however, was negotiated with civil society groups and an activist Supreme Court 
which were side-stepped in the final policy designs by a government committed only 
to providing minimal safety nets and technocratic, marketised social provisioning 
(Chacko 2018).

In the case of China, its turn to authoritarian protectionism in Cooper’s (2021, 
105) account is largely attributed to its economic success and subsequent asser-
tiveness. However, as in other countries, China’s ‘neoliberal-looking’ (Duckett 
2020) reforms since the 1980s, which promoted markets and the private sector for 
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economic growth, have been accompanied by conservative social values, namely 
the notion of suzhi, which is shaped by Republican-era eugenics, Chinese Marx-
ist and Confucian traditions of self-cultivation, and contemporary authoritarian 
and neoliberal governance practices and rationalities, which place emphasis on 
competition, Communist Party authority, and nationalism (Kipnis 2006, 297, Lin 
2017). Usually translated as population ‘quality’, suzhi has developed as a distinc-
tive domestic civilising mission which denotes a ‘hierarchical and moral distinction 
between the high and the low’ with its improvement upheld as ‘a mission of national 
importance’. Suzhi increasingly refers to individual self-improvement and justifies 
social and political hierarchies including rising inequality and authoritarian leader-
ship (Kipnis 2006, 297). For instance, state discourses of suzhi have infused Chinese 
education systems, which promote individual investment in, and responsibility for, 
education. This has similarities to theories of human capital developed by Chicago 
School economists Gary Becker and Theodore Schultz (Goodburn 2020). Neolib-
eralising reforms in China were possible because of its pre-existing authoritarian 
and social controls and they have had similar negative consequences as elsewhere, 
heightening inequalities and population segmentation, benefitting mostly urban for-
mal sector workers and creating a large internal informal and precarious migrant 
workforce. Health, housing, and education were partly commercialised, and sub-
sequently became more difficult to access. The introduction of means tested cash 
support programmes for the very poor excluded many and was socially stigmatis-
ing. Rural migrants and women were particularly disadvantaged in social provi-
sioning (Duckett 2020, 526–533). The hukou (household registration) system tied 
rural migrants to their villages for access to social welfare systems such as educa-
tion and healthcare, leaving many marginalised, poor and precarious. A discourse 
of lacking suzhi underpins the treatment of rural migrants who have been managed 
by local urban governments as ‘floating populations’ which threaten social stability 
and security (Zhang 2021; Han 2010). Rural migrants are subjected to racialised 
social discrimination and violent policing based on their physical attributes of dress, 
dialect, and marginal status in cities. The hukou system and the notion of suzhi thus 
serve the purpose of suppressing wages, stemming dissent, and limiting the costs of 
state-provided social welfare (Han 2010, 604).

Contemporary authoritarian protectionism and the evolution 
of neoliberalism

Processes of neoliberalisation have generated distinctive forms of gender and racial 
oppression, and anti-democratic governance, as well as political and economic cri-
ses. Contemporary authoritarian regimes have emerged on this terrain to promote 
overtly anti-democratic and racialised and gendered forms of popular sovereignty 
to sustain ever more deeply crisis-ridden neoliberal social orders. Typically, these 
authoritarian regimes present themselves as welfarist in orientation, thereby osten-
sibly challenging neoliberalism. A closer examination of these policies, however, 
reveals ongoing neoliberal trends—including a deepening focus on the reform of 
the household and the marginalisation of minorities—complemented by deepening 
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authoritarianism to curb dissent. Since 2016 for instance, as a response to growing 
social discontent, China has initiated reforms to the hukou system and its stark rural/
urban divide by, for instance, encouraging permanent migrant settlement, and pro-
viding healthcare and pensions for migrant workers. Responsibility for migrant set-
tlement, however, rests with local governments, which lack resources and incentives 
to integrate migrant workers. Migrant children continue to be mostly excluded from 
high-quality state schools and educated in low-quality private   schools or sent back 
to rural areas, leaving them ill-educated for anything other than low-paid service 
work (Goodburn 2020). The lack of support for childcare, eldercare and domestic 
work means that such work has become privatised and marketised. This has had par-
ticularly negative effects on women due to the influence of a new discourse on moth-
erhood, tied to notions of suzhi, and promoted by local communities and the party-
state, which has reversed the one-child policy and adopted a pro-natalist policy in 
response to an ageing population. Alongside undertaking care work, mothers return-
ing to rural communities are being incorporated into an informal, precarious econ-
omy of sub-contracted light manufacturing work (Zhang 2021). Urban low-skilled 
female workers are also increasingly opting for flexible informal service sector work 
to cope with increasing care demands (Dong 2020). The social credit system seeks 
to consolidate the political economy and moral economy of Chinese neoliberalism 
as a ‘techno-moral fix’ through ensuring market-based legal and regulatory com-
pliance and a moral discourse of trustworthiness which is connected to the notion 
of suzhi (Zhang 2020; Sum 2019, 396). The discourse of suzhi is also central to 
the treatment of minorities in the province of Xinjiang. Since 2016, the Uyghur and 
other minorities have been subjected to mass detention in ‘re-education’ camps that 
aim to raise their moral, mental and physical suzhi to, supposedly, that of the Han 
majority and, as Cooper (2021, 110) points out, to expropriate their labour in supply 
chains for global brands (Kam and Clarke 2021, 636–637). The absence of suzhi has 
been blamed for Xinjiang’s poverty and the inability of minority residents to adapt 
to the market economy (Zukosky 2012).

In India, the government of Narendra Modi has gone further than any previous 
Indian regime in embedding neoliberal reforms in a moral framework, namely 
that of Hindutva, an upper-caste, conservative political Hinduism (Chacko 2019). 
Since 2017, seeking to consolidate a broad base of electoral support, Modi has 
presented himself as a welfarist Prime Minister launching numerous schemes tar-
geting poor communities including the urban poor, women, youth, Muslim women 
and even the transgender community, which was officially recognised as a legally 
protected minority in 2014. A closer examination of these schemes, however, 
reveals marketised welfare delivery with minimal benefits and an elevation of 
Hindutva social norms and cultural mores which are Brahmanical and patriarchal, 
positioning left-liberals, Christians and Muslims (particularly men) as enemy oth-
ers to be excluded, while lower castes are to be hierarchically incorporated into a 
Hindutva social order. For example, micro-credit schemes involving private, and 
public sector, banks and private sector companies associated with the gig econ-
omy, have been targeted towards lower caste, urban poor communities and par-
ticularly women, whose labour force participation has fallen precipitously low. 
The schemes have been promoted as rejecting an overregulated, patronage-driven 
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state created by liberal elites and empowering female family members to contrib-
ute to the family income and national growth through self-employment, utilising 
traditional caste- and gender-based occupational skills (Chacko 2020; Gudavar-
thy and Vijay 2020). Surveys conducted on the impact of micro-credit schemes 
on women indicate, however, that they have produced few new businesses and 
low-quality jobs. Moreover, public health and education systems remain woefully 
underfunded. The Modi regime has also intensified pre-existing authoritarian ten-
dencies. Farmer resistance to neoliberalising agricultural reforms was met with 
force and internet shutdowns and was framed as threats to the nation by separa-
tist minorities. Violent campaigns and legislation against Hindu-Muslim romantic 
relationships have been framed as protecting Hindu women’s rights to education 
and work against oppressive Muslim men (Chacko 2020). The stripping of the 
Muslim-majority state of Jammu and Kashmir of its semi-autonomous status was 
consistent with long-held Hindutva complaints about the special treatment given 
to Muslims in India by liberal elites, but it was also justified as opening the region 
to investment, women’s rights and economic growth. In the name of disciplin-
ing and protecting Indian civilisation, moves to privatise public sector companies 
and marketise agriculture have occurred alongside the introduction of strategic 
protectionism which aims to encourage foreign investment in some sectors while 
reducing the role of foreign capital in others; supports selected domestic compa-
nies; and rejects or renegotiates free trade agreements, which are now blamed for 
deindustrialisation (Chacko 2021).

The case of India has some similarities with Hungary where the government of 
Viktor Orbán combines a moral framework of white Christian, patriarchal nation-
alism with strategic protectionism to reduce foreign ownership and boost selected 
domestic capitalists in key sectors while encouraging foreign investment in oth-
ers and decreasing reliance on international financial institutions. This has been 
combined with more traditional neoliberal policies such as the constitutionalised 
enforcement of balanced budgets; inflation targeting and debt reduction; tax cuts; 
weakening of labour rights; consumer price interventions; anti-poor policies such 
as the criminalisation of homelessness; and workfare-ist policies. In addition, pro-
natalist policies aim to consolidate cross-class support by tying social rights to 
having children; targeting heterosexual working families engaged in formal paid 
employment with tax benefits; baby and marriage-incentive loans; child-related 
debt reduction; and mortgage assistance (Geva 2021; Fodor 2022). Such policies 
often exclude minorities such as Roma, who remain outside of formal employ-
ment, and disadvantage lower class women who must continue low-paid work to 
obtain a modicum of state support. Leaders have justified discrimination in the 
labour market as well as the lack of state support for care work through an ‘anti-
gender’ discourse opposing gender equality, and through the sentimentalising of 
feminised care work (Fodor 2022). A limited tax base has contributed to falling 
expenditure on health and education and the exacerbation of social inequalities 
(Stubbs and Lendvai‐Bainton 2020, 550–551).

Recognising that authoritarian protectionism in India, China, and Hungary 
and other countries (E.g. see Stubbs and Lendvai‐Bainton 2020, Ramos 2021) 
has done little to resolve the crises of unemployment and social reproduction that 
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have become major sources of discontent is important for finding a way forward 
for those opposed to this politics. It is these weaknesses that should be the focus 
for building the progressive hegemonic approach with alternative moral claims 
that Cooper (2021, 139) advocates. To this end, the ‘great resignation’ of workers 
in the low-paid services sector in the USA and the successful farmer protests in 
India, which forced the government to shelve marketising agricultural reforms, 
are perhaps hopeful signs for the possibility of building of new social democra-
cies by foregrounding issues of labour expropriation and social reproduction.

Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by CAUL and its Member Institutions.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as 
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is 
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen 
ses/ by/4. 0/.

References

Brown, Wendy. 2015. Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution. New York: Zone Books.
Brown, Wendy. 2019. In the Ruins of Neoliberalism: The Rise of anti-Democratic Politics in the West. 

New York: Columbia University Press.
Bruff, Ian. 2019. Overcoming the Allure of Neoliberalism’s Market Myth. South Atlantic Quarterly 118 

(2): 363–379.
Burnham, Peter. 2001. New Labour and the Politics of Depoliticisation. The British Journal of Politics & 

International Relations 3 (2): 127–149.
Chacko, Priya. 2018. The Right Turn in India: Authoritarianism, Populism and Neoliberalisation. Journal 

of Contemporary Asia 48 (4): 541–565.
Chacko, Priya. 2019. Marketizing Hindutva: The State, Society, and Markets in Hindu Nationalism. Mod-

ern Asian Studies 53 (2): 377–410.
Chacko, Priya. 2020. Gender and Authoritarian Populism: Empowerment, Protection and the Politics of 

Resentful Aspiration in India. Critical Asian Studies 52 (2): 204–225.
Chacko, Priya. 2021. A New Quest for Self-Reliance: East Asia and Indian Economic Nationalism. The 

Journal of Indian and Asian Studies 02 (02): 2140005.
Cooper, Melinda. 2017. Family Values: Between Neoliberalism and the New Social Conservatism. New 

York: Zone Books.
Cooper, Luke. 2021. Authoritarian Contagion: The Global Threat to Democracy. Bristol: Bristol Univer-

sity Press.
Dong, Yige. 2020. Spinners or Sitters? Regimes of Social Reproduction and Urban Chinese Workers’ 

Employment Choices. International Journal of Comparative Sociology 61 (2–3): 200–216.
Duckett, Jane. 2020. Neoliberalism, Authoritarian Politics and Social Policy in China. Development and 

Change 51 (2): 523–539.
Fisher, Tracy. 2006. Race, Neoliberalism, and “Welfare Reform” in Britain. Social Justice 33 (3(105)): 

54–65.
Fodor, Eva. 2022. The Gender Regime of Anti-Liberal Hungary. Cham: Palgrave.
Fraser, Nancy. 2018. Roepke Lecture in Economic Geography: From Exploitation to Expropriation: His-

toric Geographies of Racialized Capitalism. Economic Geography 94 (1): 1–17.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


459The neoliberal roots of authoritarian protectionism  

Gamble, Andrew. 1994. The Free Economy and the Strong State: The politics of Thatcherism. Basing-
stoke: Macmillan Press Limited.

Gandhi, M.K. 1960. Trusteeship. Ahemadabad: Navajivan Publishing House.
Geva, Dorit. 2021. Orbán’s Ordonationalism as Post-Neoliberal Hegemony. Theory, Culture & Society 38 

(6): 71–93.
Goodburn, Charlotte. 2020. Growing Up In (and Out of) Shenzhen: The Longer-term Impacts of Rural-

urban Migration on Education and Labor Market Entry. The China Journal 83 (1): 129–147.
Gudavarthy, Ajay, and G. Vijay. 2020. Social Policy and Political Mobilization in India: Producing Hier-

archical Fraternity and Polarized Differences. Development and Change 51 (2): 463–484.
Hall, Stuart. 1988. The Hard Road to Renewal: Thacherism and the Crisis of the Left. London: Verso.
Han, Dong. 2010. Policing and racialization of rural migrant workers in Chinese cities. Ethnic and Racial 

Studies 33 (4): 593–610.
Jenkins, Rob. 1999. Democratic Politics and Economic Reform in India. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press.
Kam, Stefanie, and Michael Clarke. 2021. Securitization, Surveillance and ‘de-Extremization’in Xinji-

ang. International Affairs 97 (3): 625–642.
Kipnis, Andrew. 2006. Suzhi: A Keyword Approach. The China Quarterly 186: 295–313.
Kundnani, Arun. 2021. The Racial Constitution of Neoliberalism. Race & Class 63 (1): 51–69.
Lin, Delia. 2017. Civilising citizens in post-Mao China: Understanding the rhetoric of suzhi. Abingdon, 

Oxon; New York NY: Routledge.
McNeil, Maureen. 1991. Making and Not Making the Difference: The Gender Politics of Thatcherism. 

In Off-Centre : Feminism and cultural studies, ed. Sarah Franklin, Celia Lury, and Jackie Stacey, 
221–240. London: HarperCollins Academic.

Pai, Sudha, and Sajjan Kumar. 2018. Everyday Communalism: Riots in Contemporary Uttar Pradesh. 
Delhi: Oxford University Press.

Perry, Leah. 2020. ‘Entitlement’ Warfare: Indigenous and Immigrant Welfare and Remapping Neoliberal 
National (B) orders. In Migration, Identity, and Belonging: Defining Borders and Boundaries of the 
Homeland, ed. Margaret Franz and Kumarini Silva, 48–66. New York: Routledge.

Ramos, Charmaine G. 2021. The Return of Strongman Rule in the Philippines: Neoliberal Roots and 
Developmental Implications. Geoforum 124: 310–319.

Sanyal, Kalyan. 2007. Rethinking Capitalist Development: Primitive Accumulation. Governmentality and 
Post-Colonial Capitalism, New Delhi: Routledge.

Saull, Richard. 2018. Racism and Far Right Imaginaries Within Neo-liberal Political Economy. New 
Political Economy 23 (5): 588–608.

Shilliam, Robbie. 2018. Race and the Undeserving Poor: From Abolition to Brexit. Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Agenda Publishing.

Singh, Manmohan. 1991. ‘Budget 1991–92 Speech of Shri Manmohan Singh, Minister of Finance, 24th 
July, 1991, PART A.’ Government of India, accessed 16 May. https:// www. india budget. gov. in/ budge 
t2021- 22/ doc/ bspee ch/ bs199 192. pdf.

Slobodian, Quinn. 2018. Globalists: The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism. Harvard: Harvard 
University Press.

Stubbs, Paul, and Noémi. Lendvai-Bainton. 2020. Authoritarian Neoliberalism, Radical Conservatism 
and Social Policy Within the European Union: Croatia, Hungary and Poland. Development and 
Change 51 (2): 540–560.

Sum, Ngai-Ling. 2019. Ordoliberal Authoritarian Governance in China Since 1978: World Market, Per-
formance Legitimacy, and Biosovereign Ordering. South Atlantic Quarterly 118 (2): 381–400.

Wacquant, Loïc. 2001. The Penalisation of Poverty and the Rise of Neo-Liberalism. European Journal on 
Criminal Policy and Research 9 (4): 401–412.

Wacquant, Loïc. 2010. Crafting the Neoliberal State: Workfare, Prisonfare, and Social Insecurity. Socio-
logical Forum 25 (2): 97–220.

Whyte, Jessica. 2019. Morals of the Market: Human Rights and the Rise of Neoliberalism. London and 
New York: Verso.

Zhang, Chenchen. 2020. Governing (through) Trustworthiness: Technologies of Power and Subjectifica-
tion in China’s Social Credit System. Critical Asian Studies 52 (4): 565–588.

Zhang, Yiran. 2021. ‘The Social Reproduction of the Informal Migrant Workforce in China.’ Critical 
Legal Theory, Last Modified 20 October 2021. https:// criti calle galth inking. com/ 2021/ 10/ 20/ the- 
social- repro ducti on- of- the- infor mal- migra nt- workf orce- in- china/. Accessed 12 Dec 2021.

https://www.indiabudget.gov.in/budget2021-22/doc/bspeech/bs199192.pdf
https://www.indiabudget.gov.in/budget2021-22/doc/bspeech/bs199192.pdf
https://criticallegalthinking.com/2021/10/20/the-social-reproduction-of-the-informal-migrant-workforce-in-china/
https://criticallegalthinking.com/2021/10/20/the-social-reproduction-of-the-informal-migrant-workforce-in-china/


460 P. Chacko 

Zukosky, Michael L. 2012. Quality, Development Discourse, and Minority Subjectivity in Contemporary 
Xinjiang. Modern China 38 (2): 233–264.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.


	The neoliberal roots of authoritarian protectionism
	Abstract
	Neoliberalism as a conservative moral–political–economic project
	Contemporary authoritarian protectionism and the evolution of neoliberalism
	References




