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MIGRATION AND POPULISM 

 

RESULTS  

 Migration is not the cause of the rise of populism in Europe. The causes lie deeper. 

However, the fact is: Migration has revealed or widened existing cleavages in and be-

tween the European societies. It is the catalyst, not the cause. 

 

 The political debate about migration in Europe follows various lines of conflict. Some 

are cultural; others are socio-economic or political. Regional and country-specific di-

visions also become visible due to migration: such as between the East and the West 

in Germany, between the North and the South in Italy and between the centre and 

the periphery in Great Britain. 

 

 The link between migration and populism cannot be explained purely in socio-eco-

nomical terms. Right-wing populist parties rather benefit from cultural conflicts re-

lated to different perceptions of identity and belonging. Among those are also 

reservations towards Islam. 

 

 In some Western and Northern European countries, the cultural line of conflict be-

tween ethnocentric-national and liberal-cosmopolitan values overlaps with fears of 

economic loss and decline. Thus, in welfare states like Sweden asylum seekers are 

also perceived as a cause of increased competition for social benefits. 

 

 Culturally grounded arguments for the rejection of migration are particularly pro-

nounced in countries with a low share of foreigners. These include Central and East-

ern European countries, but also Eastern Germany. Here, the fear of a losing identity 

and social cohesion promotes opposition to migration. 

 

 In general, attitudes towards immigration from non-EU countries have not become 

more negative even in the course of the ‘refugee crisis’. Central and Eastern European 

states stand out as an exception. In these countries there is an evident trend towards 

more negative attitudes. 

 Public opinion prefers intra-European over non-European migration and labour mi-

gration over forced migration. The latter is particularly true for Central and Eastern 

European countries. 
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 Never before has migration been seen as one of the most important problems by so 

many Europeans. Yet the importance of the issue of migration does not necessarily 

relate to the number of arriving asylum seekers – in many cases it is rather the result 

of significant media exposure and deliberate politicisation. 

 

 For right-wing populist parties, the salience of migration is a key prerequisite for the 

mobilisation of supporters in the protest against the ‘ruling elite’. If the salience in-

creases, then right-wing populist parties can expect gains in elections.  

 

 Right-wing populists contributed to a discursive shift towards a mostly negative de-

scription of asylum seekers. Right-wing populism thrives on the feelings of threat and 

negative emotions generated by migration in some parts of the population. For this 

purpose, right-wing populists deliberately scandalize and politicise migration. 

 

 The opportunities for the rise of right-wing populism include both political factors 

(e.g. government and party constellations) and ‘external shocks’, which – like in the 

case of the ‘refugee crisis’ – promote the feeling of a ‘state failure’ or ‘loss of control’ 

in parts of the population. 

 

 A further factor which enables the rise of right-wing populism is the perceived gap 

between a predominantly liberal or expansive migration policy on the one hand and 

the often more sceptical public opinion on the topic of migration on the other. Popu-

lists exploit this gap for the purpose of criticising the elite. 

 

 It is not solely those ‘left behind’ and the ‘educationally deprived’ who vote for populist 

parties, as is often assumed. Studies do in fact show that sections of the population 

with a lower level of formal education are more likely to have critical attitudes towards 

migration and that there is a greater probability that they will vote for right-wing pop-

ulist parties. However, in some countries right-wing populists also benefit from voters 

with a higher level of education and income.  

 

 

MIDEM is a research center of the Technische Universität Dresden in cooperation with 

the University of Duisburg-Essen, funded by Stiftung Mercator. It is led by Prof. Dr. Hans 

Vorländer, TU Dresden.  
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