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GOING UP
After nearly 10 years of decline, deforestation 
in Brazil's Amazon is on the rise.

B Y  J E F F  T O L L E F S O N

Illegal deforestation in the Brazilian 
Amazon has jumped to its highest level 
in eight years, raising fears that the 

country could lose a decade’s worth of pro-
gress in forest protection.

Satellite data released on 29 November 
by Brazil’s National Institute for Space 
Research in São José dos Campos show that 
7,989 square kilometres of land — nearly 
the size of Puerto Rico — was cleared 
between August 2015 and July 2016. That 
is 29% above the 2015 level, and 75% above 
the level for 2012 (see ‘Going up’).

Brazil basked in the international lime-
light for nearly a decade after deforestation 
began to drop in the Brazilian Amazon in 
2005, thanks in part to stronger govern-
ment enforcement. 

But Brazil’s Congress relaxed the coun-
try’s deforestation protections in 2012, and 
there is a push among current lawmakers 
to further loosen environmental laws. The 
ongoing economic recession and political-
corruption scandals have also diverted 
money and attention away from environ-
mental enforcement.

This has emboldened ranchers and ille-
gal land traders to resume clearing land, 
says Paulo Barreto, a senior researcher at 
the Amazon Institute of People and the 
Environment, an activist group in Belém. ■

E N V I R O N M E N T

Deforestation 
rates spike in 
Brazil
Loosening protections 
damages the Amazon. 

B Y  J E F F  T O L L E F S O N

Waves of nationalist sentiment are 
reshaping the politics of Western 
democracies in unexpected ways — 

carrying Donald Trump to a surprise victory 
last month in the US presidential election, and 
pushing the United Kingdom to vote in June 
to exit the European Union. And nationalist 
parties are rising in popularity across Europe. 

Many economists see this political shift as a 
consequence of globalization and technological 
innovation over the past quarter of a century, 
which have eliminated many jobs in the West. 
And political scientists are tracing the influence 
of cultural tensions arising from immigration 
and from ethnic, racial and sexual diversity. But 
researchers are struggling to understand why 
these disparate forces have combined to drive 
an unpredictable brand of populist politics.

“We have to start worrying about the stabil-
ity of our democracies,” says Yascha Mounk, 
a political scientist at Harvard University in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts. He notes that the 
long-running World Values Survey shows that 
people are increasingly disaffected with their 
governments — and more willing to support 
authoritarian leaders. 

But this has played out in different ways 

across the West. Austria rejected the extreme-
right Freedom Party presidential candidate 
Norbert Hofer in favour of Alexander Van 
der Bellen, a former Green Party leader, on 
4 December. The same day, anti-establishment 
forces prevailed in Italy, where Prime Minister 
Matteo Renzi said he would resign after voters 
rejected his proposed constitutional reforms.

In France, Marine Le Pen has worked to 
cleanse the far-right National Front of its 
anti-Semitic roots and build a broader work-
ing-class base. Those efforts could make the 
party, a minor player in French politics since 
the 1970s, a force during the presidential  
elections next year. 

The bulk of the party’s new support is coming 
from deindustrialized areas in northern France, 
says Douglas Webber, a political scientist at the 
global business school INSEAD’s French cam-
pus in Fontainebleau. “A lot of the industrial 
workers arguably have made the transition from 
the extreme left to the extreme right,” he says.

In the United States, the regions hardest hit 
by globalization have become more politically  
extreme, according to a working paper published 
in September by David Autor, an economist 
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy in Cambridge, and his colleagues. They  
found that these areas elected more hard-line  

S O C I O L O G Y

Researchers baffled 
by nationalist surge
Economic woes wrought by globalization are only  
part of the cause.

Marine Le Pen, leader of France’s far-right National Front, is challenging the mainstream parties.
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candidates of both stripes to Congress between 
2002 and 2010 — Republicans in majority-
white communities and Democrats in ethni-
cally and racially mixed areas. A separate, as-yet 
unpublished analysis by the team suggests that 
the trend towards extreme candidates favoured 
Republicans in presidential elections from 2000 
to 2016 — perhaps enough to win Trump the 
White House this year.

“It was just a matter of time before someone 
sought to tap into the rich electoral poten-
tial inside of a group of people as sizeable as 
the white working class,” says Justin Gest, a 
political scientist at George Mason University 
in Arlington, Virginia. His polling this year 
suggests that 65% of white US voters would 
support a hypothetical new protectionist and 
xenophobic political party. Gest adds that 
Trump prevailed in part because he gave voters 
somebody to blame for their economic woes. 

Some academics have explored potential 
parallels between the roots of the current 
global political shift and the rise of populism 
during the Great Depression, including in Nazi  
Germany. But Helmut Anheier, president of the 
Hertie School of Governance in Berlin, cautions  
that the economic struggles of middle-class 
citizens across the West today are very different,  
particularly in mainland Europe. 

The Nazis took advantage of the extreme 
economic hardship that followed the First 

World War and a global depression, but today’s 
populist movements are growing powerful in 
wealthy European countries with strong social 
programmes. “What brings about a right-wing 
movement when there are no good reasons  
for it?” Anheier asks.

In the United States, some have suggested 
that racism motivated a significant number 
of Trump voters. But that is too simplistic an 
explanation, says Theda Skocpol, a sociologist 
at Harvard University.  “Trump dominated 
the news for more than a year, and did so with  
provocative statements that were meant to 
exacerbate every tension in the US,” she says. 

Trump also prevailed in part because the 
structure of the US electoral college gives out-
sized influence to Republican-leaning rural 
areas over Democratic urban centres. And 
some of his predominantly white supporters 
voted for President Barack Obama, a Demo-
crat, in past elections. 

OUTLOOK HAZY
Le Pen has called Trump’s win “a sign of hope” 
for her own campaign, but Webber is sceptical. 
The latest polls suggest that Le Pen would pick 
up less than one-third of the vote in a run-off 
with former prime minister François Fillon, 
who is running under the banner of the centre-
right Republican party, and France’s economy 
is fairly stable. “I’m not as pessimistic as some,” 

Webber says. The rise of nationalism in France 
has been going on for longer, and seems to have 
progressed more slowly, than similar surges in 
many other countries, he says.

Mounk says the broader trend towards 
nationalism caught political scientists off-
guard because they are often too focused on 
finding new ways to answer mundane ques-
tions. Academics must redouble their efforts 
to understand the nationalist wave and help 
policymakers to address it, he adds.

“In times of freedom and prosperity, it was 
nice for us to sit around and pretend to be  
scientists,” Mounk says. “But right now, if you 
are twiddling your thumbs with your statisti-
cal models instead of thinking about how we 
can save liberal democracy, you are doing  
something immoral.” ■

CORRECTION
In the story ‘Speedy drills start hunt for 
oldest ice’ (Nature 540, 18–19; 2016), the 
size of the borehole to be drilled by the 
US RAID was wrong. It will be about 8 cm, 
and so roughly the same size as the other 
planned holes. The story should also have 
noted that, as well as Jeffrey Severinghaus, 
the US project is co-led by John Goodge of 
the University of Minnesota, Duluth.
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