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Once on the far right, now a hipster
Fashion plays a central role in the spreading of far-right ideologies. Under the lead of cultural studies scholar Elke Gaugele, a research team is investigating why many far-right extremists traded in their bomber jackets for polo shirts and launched new fashion labels. 

Palm trees, a hippie bus, a beach, a guitar – and under the image, an inconspicuous slogan: “White Boy Summer.” At first glance, this T-shirt from the brand Patria Laden resembles the kind of mainstream fashion found by the thousands in major retail and fashion chains: a hip beach look, a colorful adventure aesthetic, and apolitical happy symbolism. 
Patria Laden, however, is a fashion label from the far-right scene, and the slogan “White Boy Summer” is a widely recognized symbol in far-right circles. In the 1990s, neo-Nazis and far-right extremists marched through the streets with shaved heads, combat boots, and bomber jackets, but today’s far right-wingers often wear polo shirts and a hipster look, some of which are presented in the style of ad campaigns by major fashion chains. 
Elke Gaugele, a cultural studies scholar and professor of fashion and style at the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna, knows why that is: the New Right has long been striving to emerge from the shadows, move away from the image of “basement Nazi” hooligans, and enter the mainstream. And given that clothes make the man, as the saying goes, fashion is a central vehicle of the new fascism. 
From skinheads to hipsters
This is the underlying rationale: political debate does not take place exclusively in committees, parliaments, or at the ballot box. Politics is also a “conquest of minds,” as the Italian Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci once noted in his prison journal. A battle of ideas, values, culture, and symbols. 
That has long been understood by the far right as well. They produce their own music, build their own media companies, and even brew their own “patriotic” beer, the Pils Identitär. While all of this has been well-researched, the field of far-right fashion has received little attention. “It’s high time for a systematic investigation,” says Gaugele. Since 2023, Gaugele and her team have been conducting research as part of the FWF-funded project “The Neo-FashFarRight”. They are examining the role of fashion for the far- right in Europe and the U.S. from a fashion-studies perspective. 
Whereas in the 1990s, far-right extremists often adopted existing brands, such as Londsdale, as outfits for their scene, the early 2000s saw them founding their own fashion labels. One of the best-known labels from those early years is Thor Steinar, which combines Norse mythology (Thor) and relevant Nazi symbolism (Felix Steinar was a former SS general) with subcultural aesthetics, such as those found in the hooligan or biker scenes. “The Thor Steinar brand began very early on to cater to the diversity of youth culture styles, and this appeal also extended to bikers and surfers,” says Gaugele to explain this fashion producers’ strategy. 
“We’re all good-looking, smart, and hip.”
Newer labels, such as Phalanx Europa, which was launched in Graz, are attempting to take this strategy of “aesthetic normalization” to a new level. They produce casual and athletic wear whose racist, misogynistic messages are often not immediately obvious to outsiders. “It’s an attempt to revamp the image of the New Right,” explains Gaugele. “The goal is to take on a new style: we’re all good-looking, smart, and hip.” With the help of this strategy, the far right intends to expand and appeal to people outside its own circles.
Gaugele explains that this has not led to a disappearance of bomber jackets and combat boots; they are, on the contrary, currently experiencing a revival, especially among young people. The reason is probably the increasingly diverse and “stylistically confusing” fashion of the far right. There is now a whole plethora of coexisting styles and labels, from an inconspicuous T-shirt with a (nearly) hidden message to large-scale neo-Nazi symbols. The range includes options for all social settings – in some cases, symbols are even attached by Velcro and easily removable – and all age groups, “starting with onesies for babies,” Gaugele notes. 
Beyond the ivory tower
Elke Gaugele and her team employ a wide range of methods and approaches for their research. In the context of fieldwork, they visited relevant stores in Germany and the U.S. and conducted interviews with staff members. They also extensively analyzed online material and images and carried out network and situational analyses. 
The team’s output also extends far beyond conventional academic formats. In addition to the case studies published to date, the first monograph on the topic of fashion and right-wing extremism, titled Fashion und Faschismus. Zur Ästhetik neurechter Gewalt will be published in the fall of 2026. Besides theoretical work and articles in academic journals, the team also produces its own podcast episodes and publishes in pop-culture formats. Currently they are working on an atlas that maps and visualizes the development of the symbolism and economic networks of the various actors, as well as how right-wing violence is designed and disseminated through fashion. “We do this also to educate and strengthen civil society initiatives that resist the normalization of the far right.” One could also say it is an attempt not to leave the “conquest of minds” to the far right. 

About the researcher
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About the project

The project “Fashion and the Far Right: The New Complexity in Style” investigates the current role of fashion for the far right in Europe and the U.S. from the perspective of fashion studies. Based on case studies of far-right German and Austrian fashion brands as well as U.S. labels, the project explores the “new complexity” of far-right fashion and examines the role of fashion in the spreading of far-right ideologies, violence, and emotions across national borders. How does far-right fashion generate power, cultural violence, aggression, and hatred? What are the roles of gender, desire, race, the body, ability, and class in this context? What political and economic networks does far-right fashion reveal? What are identifiable signs and symbols? 
Project website: Neo-FashFarRight
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