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SINCE the horrific attacks in 
Christchurch in 2019 there has 

been substantial and growing atten-
tion paid to the extreme right in New 
Zealand. The pandemic—and the 
conspiracy theories and anti-govern-
ment sentiment that developed in re-
sponse—increased that scrutiny, and 
the sense of unease or alarm many felt 
about it.

Yet until now we have relied on 
just a handful of academic articles and 
media reports to gauge the extent and 
nature of the contemporary far right 
in New Zealand. Byron Clark’s new 
work is the first book to provide an 
overview of the multitude of groups 
and individuals loosely categorised as 
‘alt-right’.

Clark is an independent researcher 
who has done invaluable work in ex-
posing the ideologies, behaviour and 
online and offline presence of a range of 
fringe political groups and individuals. 
He has an unparalleled knowledge of 

this network, their YouTube and Tel-
egram channels, and the connections 
between them.

The book (like Clark’s Twitter 
account) is a crucial starting point for 
anyone seeking to understand the alt-
right in New Zealand. It is beautifully 
written and contains excellent insights 
that can inform the study of contempo-
rary extremism.

As one example, he discusses how, 
as the traditional markers of adulthood 
like home ownership and a stable ca-
reer became increasingly unattainable, 
many young men found sanctuary in 
gaming and other online pursuits. For 
some, feminism came to be seen as 
threatening even that refuge.

In short, this is an excellent and 
useful book. For those of us who re-
search (and teach about) extremism, 
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it will serve as an important reference 
point. Nor is it confined to New Zea-
land; it serves as a study of how quite 
disparate, even opposed, groups can 
begin to orbit one another during a 
time of crisis. 

Some aspects of the book might 
have been stronger, however. In par-
ticular, there was a need for clearer 
definitions of key terms, and much more 
evidence needed for many of its claims.

The author uses three important 
terms—alt-right, far right and extrem-
ism—in the title and throughout the 
book. The various groups, ideologies and 
individuals discussed—including Action 
Zealandia, Voices for Freedom, Counter-
spin, QAnon, Groundswell and Hindu-
tva—are presented as manifestations of 
these phenomena in New Zealand.

But the author never defines these 
terms, and uses them interchangeably. 
Given the contention of the book that 
these groups should be understood as 
‘far right’, it was crucial the author 
explain why this is the case.

When used by the leading scholars 
in the field, the term ‘far right’ is nor-
mally reserved for highly nationalistic 
and racist movements. These seek a 
strong, even authoritarian, leader and 
government, a punitive focus on law 
and order, the punishment of social 
deviancy, and are ‘nativist’ (anti-immi-
gration). These goals may not come at 
the expense of democracy but always 
come at the cost of liberal democracy.

The alt-right refers to a more 
contemporary iteration of this white 
nationalism, characterised by intensive 
use of social media. ADL (formerly the 

Anti-Defamation League) defines the 
movement as ‘a repackaging of white 
supremacy by extremists seeking to 
mainstream their ideology’.

The category spans an eclectic 
network of misogynists, white su-
premacists, neo-Nazis and fascists, all 
united in their focus on white identity 
and seeking to provide an alternative 
(hence the label) to the mainstream 
conservative right.

The author also provides no defi-
nition of ‘extremism’, a word used 
both in the book and its promotion. 
Government definitions refer to ex-
tremist movements as those seen as 
‘objectionable’, ‘holding views outside 
the mainstream’ or “seeking radical 
changes to society”.

But liberal democracy is predicated 
on the tolerance of views outside the 
mainstream and so such broad defini-
tions are unhelpful, even damaging. The 
key feature of extremism, then, is the use 
or legitimisation of violence in pursuit 
of the movement’s ideology or goals.

If definitions had been provided, it 
might have stimulated a more nuanced 
consideration of the motley network of 
groups and movements that emerged 
in New Zealand during the pandemic.

Some groups covered in the 
book—Action Zealandia and Counter-
spin, for example—clearly fall within 
the normal definitions of these terms. 
But for others, their inclusion is puz-
zling and unconvincing. Many do not 
seek a society based on law and order 
and centralised authoritarian leader-
ship, oppose immigration or seek to 
protect the ‘white race’.
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And most have not legitimated 
violence. Opposing vaccinations or 
spreading disinformation does not 
qualify a group as far right—many on 
the left and in between also do that.

The book discusses groups as di-
verse as Action Zealandia and Ground-
swell, and individuals such as neo-Nazi 
Philip Arps and former knitting club 
member and Voices for Freedom 
founder Alia Bland, as if they are mani-
festations of the same movement. At 
one point, the Wellington anti-mandate 
protests are explained together with the 
Christchurch terrorist attack as being 
due to ‘people no longer knowing what 
to believe anymore’.

This lack of definition and confla-
tion of different groups, ideologies 
and goals is connected to my second 
concern: a lack of evidence. 

Many chapters focus on particular 
movements, parties or forms of ‘ex-
tremism’ identified by the author as 
present or important in New Zealand. 
Unfortunately, the book fails either to 
show the movement is present in New 
Zealand or to provide a compelling case 
that it is far right, alt-right or extremist.

In part, this is because much of 
the discussion relies on the claims and 
reports of New Zealand-based com-
mentators that are themselves not based 
on evidence.

The chapter on Voices for Freedom 
starts by stating ‘no comprehensive 
study of New Zealand’s far right can 
ignore them’. But clearly that depends 
on how we define the far right: as far 
as I am aware, the group has expressed 
none of the views listed at the start of 

this review (and none are provided in 
the chapter).

Whatever we think of the group’s 
opposition to vaccination, lockdowns 
and other measures to control the 
spread of COVID-19, this does not 
make it far right. And as much as we 
might find the group’s views reprehen-
sible and damaging, it does not seek 
violence.

There is even less evidence pro-
vided in the following chapters on 
the anti-mandate Outdoors Party, the 
farmers movement Groundswell, and 
the apparent presence in New Zealand 
of a racist Rhodesian pride movement. 
Even the chapter on disinformation 
provides no data or evidence to support 
the claims made.

There is a tendency to focus on 
fragmented evidence of a New Zea-
land-based individual or group, and 
buffer a lack of activity or presence 
in this country with discussion of an 
affiliate group from the past or from 
overseas.

For example, Hindutva is pre-
sented as present and threatening in 
New Zealand, but with little to no 
evidence. Because of a lack of de-
monstrable activity or presence here, 
the author uses the fact that the New 
Zealand Hindu Council is affiliated to 
the India-based nationalist organisation 
VHP, to discuss in much greater length 
the VHP’s extremist activity in India, 
even including a discussion of the riots 
in Gujarat in 2002.

This history of violence and ex-
tremism in India will give many readers 
the impression that something similar 
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is present in New Zealand, when no 
evidence has been provided for this 
inference.

Other important statements also 
required supporting evidence. The 
back cover states: ‘New Zealand has 
one of the highest concentrations of 
alt-right groups compared with other 
nations.’ As a marketing tool this is 
understandable: it will shock brows-
ers in bookstores and be repeated as 
fact at parties around the country. But 
no evidence is provided for the claim.

For all that, Byron Clark’s work 
provides an exceptional service to re-
searchers and all those who want to 
understand the often bizarre and counter- 

intuitive features of the far right, conspi- 
racy theory and anti-government move-
ments in contemporary New Zealand.

But when we write about these 
groups we need to take care how we 
describe them, and not to exaggerate 
their size, intentions and organisational 
links. Otherwise, we risk adding to 
their appeal among the disaffected, 
pushing together otherwise antithetical 
groups, generating misplaced fear and 
contributing to rising polarisation. The 
topic is too important not to warrant 
very careful coverage.—Republished 
under Creative Commons from The 
Conversation.


