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Abstract  
 

This paper examines the rise of populism in Europe and how this political 

phenomenon has influenced anti-immigration sentiment. The exploration of the 

historical development of populism in Europe aids in the direction of tracing its 

origins and evolution. Taking that into consideration, the article analyses multiple 

factors that drive anti-immigration sentiment, including economic, cultural, 

identity and security. Moreover, emphasis is given on broader implications of 

rising anti-immigration sentiment for social cohesion, democratic values, and the 

future of immigration policy in Europe. 

 

Keywords: populism, anti-immigration sentiment, economy, culture, identity, 

security 
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Introduction 
 

As the pre-eminent landscape in complex social structures in modern times and 

given its ethnical and cultural diversity, Europe has historically been a fertile 

ground for populism.  Its resurgence post WWII and, more recently, from the 

1980’s onwards has been influencing Europe and the world ever since, with 

Europe witnessing particularly in the last decade a notable increase of influence 

of populism in continent’s politics. In combination with the implications of 

immigration waves form Asia but also due to Ukrainian war, populism has led 

people to question their governments’ ability to take decisions with understanding 

of true problems affecting social life.  This sentiment has led increasingly to the 

belief that States serve the interests of elites and not that of respective nations and 

citizens.  

In Europe, many opposition political parties (e.g., AfD in Germany and 

Rassemblement National (RN) in France) have gained ground against traditional 

political powers by aligning themselves to historically familiar populistic points 

as immigration, but also unemployment, diluted cultural identity, concerns over 

country security and social safety, welfare state sustainability, even over self-

sovereignty (Mudde 2014).  

Populism and the anti-immigration sentiment are increasingly intertwined, 

amplifying polarization in modern democracies. Populist movements frame 

immigration as a threat to national identity, economic stability, and security, 

positioning themselves as defenders of “the people” against the “corrupt elites”, 

who are accused of enabling unchecked migration. This rhetoric simplifies such 

complex issues, fuels xenophobia, and deepens societal divides. Leaders like 

Trump, Brexit proponents, and European far-right parties exemplify this strategy, 

leveraging crises such as the 2015 migrant influx to stoke fears. The resulting 

polarization stifles pragmatic policymaking, entrenches “us vs. them” 
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mentalities, and erodes social cohesion, leaving immigration debates trapped in 

cycles of alarmism and political brinkmanship. 

This paper argues that the rise of populism in Europe has significantly influenced 

anti-immigration sentiment, fueled by economic, cultural, and security concerns, 

ultimately reshaping national policies and public discourse on immigration. 
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A. Historical Context of Populism in Europe 
 

1. Definition of populism 
Populism is a phenomenon, that responds to crises of representation, inequalities 

or the economic instability. It is characterised by political ideas and activities, 

which aimed at getting the support of the mass by appealing to the demands and 

grievances of the citizens (Berlin et al., 1968; Ionescu et al., 1969; Kaltwasser et 

al., 2017). Central to populism is the notion of dividing society into groups, “the 

pure people” and “the corrupt elites”, who are pitted against one another (Mudde 

& Kaltwasser, 2017; Müller, 2016). Populist actors typically frame themselves as 

outsiders, fighting for the representation of the ordinary people in a world full of 

corrupt elites. They achieve to gain the mass’s support by amplifying social 

frustration and channelling them into political action (Berlin et al., 1968; Taggart, 

2000). 

2. Historical roots 
Populism surged in the early 1800s as a result reaction to rapid urbanisation and 

industrialisation. Early movements, which paved the way for modern-day 

populism, were the Russian Narodnichestvo movement (1860s), the Boulangisme 

movement in France (1880s), as well as the Agrarian movements, in Bulgaria, 

Brazil, Chile etc. One of the peeks in populism’s history, was during the Interwar 

period (1918-1945) (de la Torre & Srisa-Nga, 2021; Di Tella, 1997; Germani, 

1978). Characteristically, exploiting the post WWI economic collapse and 

democratic instability, Hitler (Germany) and Mussolini (Italy), framed 

themselves as the voices of the “true nation”. After 1945 populism resurged in 

response to economic crises, decolonisation, and disillusionment with 

technocratic regimes, through political parties like Denmark’s Fremskridtspartiet 

(Progress Party), founded in 1972, who attacked immigration, welfare 

bureaucracy and anti-establishment rhetoric (Germani, 1978; Jungar & Jupskås, 

2014). 
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3. Recent trends 
Populist parties still dominate in the 21st century for a multitude of reasons (Di 

Tella, 1997; Dornbusch & Edwards, 1990). The 2008 global financial crisis, led 

left-wing political parties, such as Syriza (Greece) and Podemos (Spain), to rise 

to power, through framing austerity as elite betrayal to the ordinary citizens 

(2014) (Berman, 2021). Respectively, right-wing parties, like AFD (Germany) 

and Five Star Movement (Italy), scapegoated immigrants and the EU form job 

losses (2018). During the COVID-19 pandemic, populists exploited the public’s 

in scientific elites and lockdown polices (2020), as such did Trump (USA) and 

Bolsonaro (Brazil) (Hallin et al., 2024, 2024). Declining trusts in institutions, like 

the EU, led to the British EU withdrawal Act of 2018, through which the British 

citizens channeled their anger at the distant EU bureaucrats (2016) (Norris & 

Inglehart, 2019). Globalisation and cultural backlash have been a prominent issue 

leading to the growth of left-wing parties, such as Lega Nord (Italy) and National 

Rally (France), using anti-immigration populism as a solution to globalisation, 

and the cultural threats it imposes (2019) (Berman, 2021; de la Torre & Srisa-

Nga, 2021; MOFFITT, 2016). Exploiting nationalism, populist parties, like Vox 

(Spain) and Law and Justice (Poland), came to power, opposing to supranational 

governance and advocating for nationalist sovereignty(Vampa, 2020; Visnovitz 

& Jenne, 2021).  

The resurgence of modern populism reflects a crisis of distrust in democratic 

institutions, fuelled by economic inequalities, globalisation and cultural 

anxieties(Jay et al., 2019; Rodríguez-Pose et al., 2023). 
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B. Economic Factors Driving Anti-Immigration Sentiment  
 

1. Economic Anxiety 
During outlash of economic downturns (e.g., 2008 crisis), as unemployment and 

austerity measures rise, people get in search of someone to blame for their 

misfortunes. As people suffer personally from economic setbacks caused by 

crisis, losing hope for a better (financial) future, it is easy to be guided by 

(government or other) propaganda, turning to blaming 3rd parties like immigrants 

for job losses, augmenting job competition, increasing prices and taxation to 

support financial needs of state. However, people tend to forget that, historically, 

immigrants most commonly occupy jobs that native citizens do not want while 

taking very low wages (e.g., agricultural workers, maids and taxi drivers) for 

services essential to social functionality.  In reality, people’s anti-immigrant 

sentiment usually reflects mostly a political narrative, which tries to take on little 

blame for flawed economic and political systems.  

2. Welfare State Concerns 
Resentment among native populations is frequently fueled by a partially 

populistic perception that immigrants strain public resources and welfare 

systems. In reality it is usually a more complex spectrum of factors leading people 

to such belief. Firstly, as previously discussed, economic competition has a 

significant role, as citizens believe that immigrants thin access to State’s welfare 

privileges. Moreover, there is widespread belief that immigrants overuse public 
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welfare, limiting as a result the availability and ‘quantity’ for the locals, as well 

as increasing overall costs to a state that is funded by citizen taxation. Populists 

make a case for the disproportion between the low taxation of immigrants to the 

benefits they collect from state’s welfare programs. The above are frequently tied 

together by a strong state and media propaganda, whose role is to create a 

threatening and biased narrative away from true causes of problems, in many 

cases linked to financial and other interests. 

3. Populist Rhetoric 
Many populist leaders tend to exploit economic and social fears to promote anti-

immigration narratives, framing immigrants as a threat to economic stability in 

order to strengthen and unify their support by the public. A notable example of 

such politicians is Donald Trump, the current president of the USA, whose critical 

immigration policies are capitalizing on support by a huge working-class voting 

audience.  This support has been gained through a rhetoric magnifying mainly 

economic fears of the public and associating them with immigrants’ impact on 

job markets, their role in creation of economic instability and social insecurity.  

Similarly to Donald Trump, Nigel Farage (UK) capitalized on anti-EU sentiment 

in the UK to make a case for Brexit while Giorgia Meloni (PM of Italy) and 

Marine Le Pen (Presidential candidate in France) have been historical proponents 

of nationalism and anti-immigration, which they link in their populist arguments 

to economic recovery. 
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C. Cultural and Identity Concerns  
 

Cultural and identity concerns have played a crucial part in the rise of anti-

immigration sentiments within populist movements throughout Europe. These 

concerns often revolve around the perceived threat immigration poses to national 

identity, cultural homogeneity, as well as shared societal values. According to 

Inglehart and Norris (2016), the cultural backlash thesis explains that many of the 

ones that are in favor of populist parties are reacting not primarily to economic 

grievances but to perceived threats against traditional cultural values and national 

identity. Immigration, particularly from culturally distant regions, is often framed 

by populists as a force that undermines national cohesion and erodes historical 

identities (Inglehart & Noris, 2016). This perceived cultural displacement has 

pushed segments of the native population to align with populist narratives which 

promise to restore cultural integrity. Furthermore, Mudde (2004) highlights that 

populism tends to dichotomize society into the “pure people” versus the “corrupt 

elite” and usually extends this dichotomy to include “outsiders”, such as 

immigrants who are portrayed as culturally incompatible. The preservation of 

cultural homogeneity becomes a rallying cry for populist parties, which stress 



10 

 

nationalism and ethnocentrism in their rhetoric. Springford and Tilford (2017) 

argue that the fear that cultural erosion poses is also fueled by concerns that 

immigrants, especially those from non-European backgrounds, do not assimilate 

into the dominant culture and instead form parallel societies. This fear is 

frequently amplified in political discourse, where populist leaders argue that such 

cultural pluralism weakens social bonds and dilutes national traditions. In 

Germany, for example, populist narratives have invoked the idea that 

immigration is responsible for the decline of traditional values, promoting 

policies that seek cultural conformity (Mehrer & Puglierin, ECFR). Media 

contributes as well in the reinforcement of cultural fears. According to the Pew 

Research center (2020), media coverage commonly emphasizes cultural 

distinctions and portrays immigrations in conflictual terms, contributing to 

polarized public perceptions. Immigrants are often depicted in ways which 

highlight their “otherness,” either through sensationalized crime stories or 

portayals in entertainment which point out cultural clashes. This media 

representation aligns with populist startegis that aim to construct a cultural threat 

narrative, thereby justifying restrictive immigration policies (European 

Parliament, 2017). In essence, cultural and identity concerns are not merely 

byproducts of economic and security worries but foundational components that 

the populist appeal has. They shape public discourse in ways that standardize 

exclusionary attitudes and policies towards immigrants.  
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D. Security and Political Factors 
 

1. Terrorism and Crime 

Immigration remains a central issue for populist leaders in Europe, often 

presented as the cause of increasing crime and social turmoil. By utilizing 

prominent events related to immigrants, these narratives create false assumptions 

about individuals and advocate for stricter immigration policies. The Hungarian 

Prime Minister, Viktor Orbán has accused the European Union's immigration 

policies of being a breeding ground for terrorism, as stated by Orban on Twitter 

following the deadly attack in Magdeburg. (@ViktorOrban, December 10, 2024) 

Statements like these demonstrate how isolated events are politicized to increase 

public anxiety and support nationalist ideologies. Sweden's Prime Minister 

Magdalena Andersson attributed the failure of integration measures to crimes 

committed by gang members, stating that unregulated immigration contributes to 

greater social turmoil (Reuters, 2022). The claims are frequently employed by 

populist politicians to solidify their platforms, portraying themselves as advocates 

for national security. In their social media campaigns, far-right figures frequently 

connect immigrants with crime, using platforms like Twitter to increase public 

awareness and apprehension (Bobba & Hubé, 2021). Additionally, research 

consistently shows no significant connection between immigration and escalating 
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crime rates, despite these claims. The European Union-funded study, CORDIS 

(2006), found that immigrants do not have a significant role in criminal activity 

or economic decline. However, these misleading narratives still influence public 

opinion and policy, creating division and hostility towards immigrants.  

2. Political Exploitation 
Another reason why populist leaders in Europe oppose immigration is to protect 

their national pride and cultural heritage. By presenting immigrants as hazards to 

cultural diversity, they exploit anxieties about societal disintegration. The media 

often reinforces these accounts, sensationalizing immigrant crimes to exacerbate 

public concerns. In France, a far-right politician called for reform, Marine Le Pen 

tweeted about an immigrant assault and claimed that "crime and unrest" is the 

real issue with unregulated immigration. (@MLP_Officiel, October 15, 2023). 

Such rhetoric exploits public anxieties and presents immigration as a 

fundamentally wronged form of European social cohesion. These accounts are 

further reinforced by social networking sites. Populist leaders frequently publish 

posts about issues like crime, unemployment, and cultural decline in order to 

influence public opinion and foster polarization (Bobba & Hubé, 2021). Not only 

does this rhetoric undermine attempts at integration, but it also fosters hatred 

toward immigrant communities. We need to work together to overcome these 

challenges and prevent harmful language. The implementation of media literacy 

initiatives, inclusive policies, and open reporting on immigration's true impacts 

could alleviate these concerns. In addition, addressing the issue of common 

values through dialogue and dispelling misconceptions about immigration are 

crucial steps towards building cohesive, multicultural societies in Europe.  
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Conclusion 
 

The correlation between immigration and crime and cultural decline is a common 

tactic used by populist leaders in Europe to justify tougher measures through 

isolated incidents and media accounts. Viktor Orbán, Marine Le Pen, and other 

politicians use Twitter to amplify fears by portraying immigrants as threats to 

national security and identity. How? Even though studies challenge these 

assertions, this rhetoric has significant implications for public opinion and policy 

in general. Orbán's response to a German assault is noteworthy, and Le Pen' 

reaction to an attack by France is also noteworthy. In the future, it is important to 

examine how these narratives affect integration efforts and how they can be used 

as a platform for more constructive public discourse on immigration.  

  Future research ought to further delve into investigating the long-term 

cultural consequences of populist narratives concering immigration policies and 

societal cohesion in Europe. In particular, studies could explore how sustained 

exposure to cultural threat rhetoric reshapes national identity and public trust in. 

multiculturalism (Inglehart & Norris, 20216). Moreover, more empirical analysis 

is required on counter-narratives which promote inclusivity and cultural 

integration, especially in aspects such as media and education too (Pew Research 

Center, 2020). Understanding these dynamics could lead to the development of a 

more balanced public discussion and mitigation of the divisive consequences of 

a populist-driven cultural polarization.  
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