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ABSTRACT

This article examines the impact of the June 2024 European Parliamentary
elections on the European Union’s political landscape, examining the rise of
right-wing populism. The elections underscored tensions between centrist and
populist parties, affecting legislative priorities and institutional power balances.
Populism, with its anti-elite stance, threatens democratic norms and societal
cohesion. The article explores its negative effects on EU democratization and
integration, citing Hungary, Poland, Italy, and France as examples of restric-
tive migration policies and challenges to the EU’s green agenda. Additionally,
the article highlights the impact of the elections on the EU foreign relations,
particularly concerning ties with authoritarian regimes like Russia. Despite not
having achieved a majority, right-wing populists’ growing influence endangers
the EU’s liberal values. The article calls for centrist parties to address these issues
to maintain democratic integrity.
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INTRODUCTION

The European Union is a regionally-integrated body formed after
World War II to promote peace and preserve the principles of liberal
democracy among its member states. This integration effort has led to
significant economic progress, including the adoption of a shared currency
and the establishment of the Schengen Area, which enables the free move-
ment of goods and labor across twenty-nine European countries. However,
the scope of integration extends beyond the economy; political unity is a
critical objective of the EU, which has dedicated executive and legislative
bodies with jurisdiction across EU member states. Despite grappling with
various challenges over the years, the EU has created new institutions and
advanced integration through a series of agreements.! Nevertheless, polit-
ical integration at the regional level remains a contentious issue, particu-
larly regarding the sovereignty of member states.?

The EU operates through a complex system of institutions, which
collaborate to oversee regional integration and policy formulation. The
European Parliament (EP)—a legislative body composed of representatives
elected directly by EU citizens—works in conjunction with the Council of
the European Union, which represents the member states’ governments.’
The European Commission, the EU’s executive branch, proposes legisla-
tion and guarantees adherence to treaty obligations. The European Council
establishes the overall policy direction, while the Court of Justice ensures
legal uniformity across the union.*

The outcome of the June 2024 European Parliamentary elections
influences both the EP’s and wider EU institutions’ dynamics by resetting
key legislative priorities. First, as a result of the new leaders who will steer
these same institutions and second, in terms of the tensions between the
centrist parties that have maintained their traditional dominance within the
EP and the increase, both within the EP itself and in EU Member States,
of right-wing, populist parties.” This article examines the recent European
Parliamentary elections, analyzing the results with reference to the rise of
right-wing populist forces and their impact on the EU’s political landscape.
To achieve this, it will first explain the concept of populism before exploring
the issues that rising populism can create for EU policies.

POPULISM

Populism—a political ideology that originated in the nineteenth
century—has been embraced by various political figures, parties, and
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movements since its inception.® Although it is not often self-described as
such, populism is characterized as a democratic vision that prioritizes the
direct expression of the will of ‘the people’. This perspective is often associ-
ated with political stances that emphasize the significance of ‘the people’
as opposed to the ‘elite’. “The elite, commonly referred to as the political,
economic, cultural, and media establishment, are accused of prioritizing
their own interests, as well as those of large corporations and foreign coun-
tries, over the general populace.

Populism manifests in various forms influenced by economic, socio-
cultural, and nationalistic factors. Examples include anti-establishment,
anti-immigrant, and identitarian populism, as well as economic variants
like protectionist populism.” In Europe, radical right-wing populism often
features nativist, Euroskeptic, and xenophobic narratives.®

Populism is often viewed negatively because of its potential to disrupt
democratic political culture. Even without gaining government power,
populists can influence mainstream politics by introducing radical ideas
as potential policy options, and challenging established institutions and
constitutions. A key strategy involves creating antagonistic binaries, and
then polarizing society into distinct
camps to capitalize on this division.

When in power, populist leaders By claiming to be the
frequently contribute to the decline, sole representative of the

erosion, or de-democratization of peop/e populist parties can
bl
democratic institutions, such as the

easily justify disregardin
media or the judiciary, which they }’ J , h / & _ g
perceive as hostile to the will of the * nStiuiionak constraints

people. By claiming to be the sole 07 suppressing the rights of
representative of the people, populist  political opponents under the

parties can easily justify disregarding auspices of public service.
institutional constraints or suppressing

the rights of political opponents under

the auspices of public service. This subversive role underscores the dual

threat posed by populism: it destabilizes democratic norms and exacerbates
societal divisions.’

Populism often arises when socio-economic problems have not been
addressed, and political parties fail to provide remedies for an extended
period. As Kyle and Meyer point out, citizens are less likely to object to
the deterioration of democratic institutions if they believe a corrupt elite
has taken control of them.'® As such, populist leaders cannot be held solely
responsible for the decline of liberal democracy.
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When the European Parliament and Council are dominated by popu-
lists, the Commission will inevitably be dominated by populists. Therefore,
it is crucial to understand the populist right’s conception of and perspective
on the EU to raise awareness about the potential consequences of this shift
in political power and the implications it may hold for the future of the EU.

CONCERNS CAUSED BY THE RISE OF POPULISM
Pre-election Concerns of a Right-wing Populist Shift for EU Values

The EU elections, which took place between June 6 and June 9,
2024, saw 705 Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) elected across
twenty-six member states to serve five-year terms from 2024 to 2029. The
dominant narrative revolving around the 2024 elections before they were
held presented a potential turning point in EU policy, largely due to the
rising influence of far right populist parties.'! This was perceived as threat-
ening to the liberal principles within the bloc, with the risk of exacerbating
ongoing institution-member state tensions and outright challenges to
EU normative frameworks, present legislation, and future policies. These
changes could alter the dynamics and shift the course of the EU for years
to come. John Henley suggested that “[p]opulist ‘anti-European’ parties
[we]re on track for big gains in June’s European elections that could tip the
parliament’s balance sharply to the right and jeopardize key pillars of the
EU’s agenda, including climate action.”"?

Populist parties—which position themselves as champions of the
‘common people” against perceived adversaries such as refugees, multina-
tional corporations, and additional ‘others—were also likely to capture
roughly one-third of the available seats; specifically, far right groups advo-
cating for a pro-sovereigntist approach.'

How the Rise of Right-wing Populism

The rise Of ‘popu lism, within  Challenges EU Democratisation

major EU member states and Integration Efforts

and the next EU Parliament The tise of populism, within

threatens to impede essential major EU member states and the next
democratizing reforms, EU Parliament threatens to impede
posing risks to the EU’s essential democratizing reforms, posing
risks to the EU’s democratic fabric.

democratic fabric. : . S .
Right-wing populism in Europe typi-
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cally expresses itself through resistance to EU-level democratization efforts,
which are often viewed as threats to national sovereignty, because they
result in further political integration at the regional level, potentially at the
expense of national interests.

For example, in Hungary, Prime Minister Viktor Orbdn and the
Fidesz party portray EU critiques of Hungary’s democratic standards,
particularly around media freedom and judicial independence, as assaults
on Hungarian sovereignty. As the EU approaches the conclusion of the
European Media Freedom Act, Fidesz has responded with a new law
allowing for intensified attacks on the country’s few remaining indepen-
dent media outlets. This has resulted in Reporters Without Borders (RSF)
urging EU institutions to reopen the sanctions procedure against Hungary
for breaching the rule of law."

Should other populist groups gain parliamentary power across
Europe, we may witness a similar trend where the autonomy of the free
press is compromised, challenging the very core of free and fair media
across the continent.

In Poland, the ruling Law and Justice Party (PiS) similarly pushes
back against EU interventions around judicial reform, portraying them as
essential safeguards against EU encroachment. To this end, in late 2019,
the Polish Sejm passed a law aimed at constraining the structure and opera-
tions of the judiciary.’” Dubbed the “muzzle” law, this legislation enables
a “disciplinary chamber to bring charges against judges who challenge the
ruling party’s platform.”*¢

Populism in Italy and France has also garnered substantial attention
in over last few years. Italy’s Deputy Prime Minister Matteo Salvini and
his League Party have criticized EU policies, particularly around immigra-
tion, as threats to Italian security and sovereignty.'” Marine Le Pen, the
leader of France’s National Rally, similarly advocates for increased national
autonomy, arguing that the EU undermines French sovereignty through its
centralization efforts.'® These examples demonstrate how right-wing popu-
list parties in Europe challenge EU-level democratization efforts, viewing
it as a violation of national sovereignty.

Anti-migration
The surge of right-wing populism has had a substantial impact on
the EU’s migration policy reflecting a noteworthy transformation in the

political landscape of Europe." Across the EU, far right parties have gained
traction, affected outcomes, and set political agendas around migration in
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the 2020s. For example, during the Dutch general elections in November
2023, Geert Wilders' Freedom Party (PVV), which touts a firmly anti-
immigration agenda, made significant gains.

Similarly, the National Rally in France, under the sway of right-wing
populism, has enacted an immigration bill that poses severe challenges to
the rights of asylum seekers and migrants. France’s immigration legisla-
tion further limited the rights of migrants, under the pressure of right and
far right factions, to secure necessary votes in December 2023.° Human
Rights Watch highlighted concerns over the removal of crucial protections
for foreigners ordered to leave France and those under forced removal.”!
The bill also diminishes appeal rights for asylum seekers, undermines due
process for migrants, and introduces punitive measures against individ-
uals not adhering to “the principles of the Republic.” This vague criterion
disproportionately targets Muslims suspected of “separatism.”*

The French Defender of Rights, an independent institution, has
voiced strong disapproval of the bill, asserting that it directly opposes
the fundamental principles of the French Republic. The impact of this
legislative change, influenced by the surge of right-wing populism, not
only modifies France’s position on immigration, but could also hold far-
reaching implications for EU migration and asylum policies, due to an
increasing inclination toward nationalism and restrictive immigration
measures.”

These developments reflect a potential shift toward more restrictive
immigration policies within the EU, driven by a European Parliament
that may increasingly favor stringent nativist measures. The political
climate suggests an imminent push for reforms to the EU’s asylum policy
framework, including enhanced member state discretion around immi-
gration policy and limitations on the distribution of refugee quotas. The
International Rescue Committee has raised concerns about the discussions
around the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum, emphasizing the need for
a more balanced approach.*

Impacts on Environment Policy

The possibility of right-wing populists gaining the majority in the
EU Parliament poses a substantial risk to the EU’s environmental objec-
tives, particularly those that involve shifting toward a carbon-free green
economy.” This emerging threat creates uncertainty for the upcoming
reelection of key figures who have been central to championing these poli-
cies. Populists in the legislative process may alter the landscape by poten-
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tially impeding the EU’s efforts to promote eco-friendly initiatives and
sustainable growth.

In recent years, the EU has assumed leadership in several significant
environmental policies, making substantial strides toward becoming a
global leader in the green transition. Notable initiatives include the Carbon
Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM),* which aims to level the playing
field between EU producers and those from countries with less stringent
dimate policicss the enhancement "
of the EU Emissions Trading System
(ETS),” the world’s first major carbon

market; and promoting the uptake of

Far right resurgence at
the expense of the center,

electric vehicles (EVs) across member 5 Jicinclination among

states. EU has
committed considerable funding to

Furthermore, the

increasingly disaffected

assist developing nations in their envi-
ronmental sustainability efforts, show-
casing its dedication to global climate

centrist parties themselves
may see a new EP block
crucial legislation for

leadership.

The role of the EP is key in deter-
mining EU legislation for the next
five years. Far right resurgence at the

advancing the Green
Deal’s next phase, aimed
at reducing the EUs

expense of the center, or disinclination dependence on external

among increasingly disaffected centrist  energy sources.

parties themselves may see a new EP
block crucial legislation for advancing
the Green Deal’s next phase, aimed at reducing the EU’s dependence on
external energy sources. This in turn would pose significant political and
geopolitical challenges.”®

Beyond individual actors, populist movements have also impacted
environmental platforms among mainstream political parties. The European
People’s Party (EPP), the largest party in the European Parliament, indi-
cated a possible shift in their strategy in a leaked draft of the 2024 EU
election manifesto.” The early draft of the manifesto proposed easing strict
regulations, including reversing the EU’s plan to phase out combustion
engines in the transition to a zero-carbon economy. However, this provi-
sion was omitted from the final version.”® This change underscores the
internal debate within an established center-right party and the complex
political landscape of the EU, particularly regarding environmental policy
and regulation, where diverse political ideologies can substantially influ-
ence the decision-making process.”!
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The Commission has also demonstrated a rightward shift by priori-
tizing industry over climate measures. It has given in to farmers’ complaints
during EU elections to avoid giving hard-right parties a chance to capitalize
on the issue.”* The Financial Times reported that the agricultural lobby has
identified an opportunity to exert significant influence upon EU leaders.*
Politicians have become skilled at capitalizing on the backlash against
the costs of the green transition, especially among rural communities.
Meanwhile, center-right parties are aware of the potential electoral benefits
of adopting a “pragmatic” approach, which often entails weakening targets.

In February 2024, President von der Leyen also signaled a shift to
the right by abandoning key green policies. According to a senior commis-
sion official, the EPP—her own political group—and other EU leaders are
pressuring her to weaken crucial climate commitments. Despite these pres-
sures, the political parties she is trying to win over by moving rightward
have deemed her efforts inadequate.

Populist International: Influence on EU’s Foreign Relations

Since the close of the Second World War, the EU has held a pivotal
position in championing democracy and human rights, a central tenet of
its foreign policy. The 2007 Treaty on European Union (TEU) explicitly
states that promoting democracy worldwide is a top priority. Addressing
this mission of the EU, a relevant document on “Promoting democracy
and observing elections” reads as follows:

Supporting democracy worldwide is a priority for the European
Union. Democracy remains the only system of governance in which
people can fully realise [sic] their human rights and is a determining
factor for development and long-term stability. As the only directly
elected EU institution, the European Parliament is particularly
committed to promoting democracy.**

The European Parliament, being the only directly elected institution
of the EU, takes a special interest in advocating for democracy. The rise of
................................................................. populist influence over EU institutions
would have negative outcomes on the

The rise of populist influence

e EU’s capacity to promote democracy.
over EU institutions would

Greater populist influence in the EP

have negative outcomes on could redirect resources from democ-
the EU’ capacity to promote  racy-support programs to national
democracy. interests, reduce trust in international

partnerships, and lead to fragmented
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policies across member states. Additionally, populism may alter EU foreign
policy, fostering more transactional relationships that prioritize short-term
gains over democratic values, weakening the EU’s role as a global advocate
for democracy.”

One important aspect of the political landscape is the potential influ-
ence of the far right’s ties to authoritarian regimes, such as Russia. Some
observers view this as a “love-in-the-air” relationship between Putin and
Europe’s far right political parties.*® While some argue that the invasion of
Ukraine has reversed this trend,” others have highlighted concerns around
backdoor diplomacy and the projection of “sharp power”® by Russia,
through these parties, within democratic systems.” This intricate inter-
play between internal and external political forces is crucial in shaping the
EU’s foreign policy decisions. Rachman observes how prominent far right
leaders, such as Victor Orbén, Geert Wilders, and Robert Fico, have openly
discussed “accommodation” when it comes to Vladimir Putin’s Russia.*’

Among these populist leaders, Hungarian Prime Minister Victor
Orbédn’s actions have significantly impacted the EU’s foreign policy
towards Russia. Characterized as ‘Europe’s chief disrupter,! the EU’s
“Trojan Horse,** or, ‘friends of enemies of his friends,* Orbdn has repeat-
edly obstructed key EU initiatives in this matter, including vetoing an aid
package for Ukraine, delaying Sweden’s NATO accession, and Ukraine’s
EU membership. Orbdn’s diplomatic engagement with Putin, being the
first EU leader to meet with him since the invasion of Ukraine, has attracted
widespread criticism and heightened fears that he may seek to undermine
EU institutions, particularly targeting the European Commission and its
president. This behavior suggests a deliberate effort to weaken the EU’s
collective power and its ability to uphold democratic values and unity.*
Furthermore, the EU’s recent decision to unfreeze billions of euros in funds
for Hungary,® despite previous concerns about human rights and the rule
of law—a strategic move to secure Orbdn’s support for critical EU foreign
policy initiatives rather than a response to genuine improvements in
Hungary’s governance—raises concerns about compromising democratic
values for pragmatic purposes.

These developments highlight the complex challenges the EU faces in
addressing the threat of populism. The actions of leaders like Orbdn both
challenge the EU’s internal cohesion and its stance on the global stage,
emphasizing the need for a more effective strategy to safeguard the Union’s
democratic values and institutional integrity against populist encroachments.
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REFLECTING ON THE ELECTION OUTCOMES

Following the four-day marathon from June 6 to June 9, the European
parliamentary elections resulted in an uneasy truce between the populists
and far right and the reassuringly immovable pro-European center. There
were initial expectations that the European Conservatives and Reformists
Party (ECR), which includes a spectrum of populist right-wing elements,*
would gain a bigger majority, but the mainstream European People’s Party
surprisingly retained its strength, remaining the largest party with 189
seats.

Far right winners, despite some national upsets, do not constitute
an over-mighty EP majority and are unlikely to form an overall super-
................................................................. party. Geert Wilders' Dutch far right
PVV was edged into second place by
the Left-Green alliance, and Orbdn’s
Hungarian Fidesz missed the predicted
uneasy truce between the landslide, surpassing the new opposi-

populists and far right and tion party of Péter Magyar with 43.7
percent but falling short of the antici-

1he European parliamentary
elections resulted in an

the reassuringly immovable

pated 50 percent. Far right seats were

ro-European center. .
P P few and far between in many other

................................................................. countries, though an appreciable
number of far right independents might join various groupings.

Unexpectedly, French President Emmanuel Macron faced defeat at
the hands of the Marine Le Pen's and Jordan Bardella's National Rally party,
which led him to call snap national elections. This can be perceived as a
concerning indication of the increasing far right influence in the elections.

Looking ahead, major rifts can and will remain between the new far
right additions to the ED, its institutions and future as the wellsprings of
populist discontent are incredibly wide-ranging. Despite having common
ideological ground and sharing fascist historical roots, these parties differ
significantly in their beliefs and approaches; the crux of which lie in
choosing between remaining defiantly outside the EU system or working
pragmatically from within it.

CONCLUSION
Centrist parties in Europe have had difficulty addressing immediate

needs and presenting compelling alternatives to far right demands, leading
to either policy failures or a departure from their core ideologies, thereby
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creating opportunities for ambitious opponents. Although far right popu-
lists have not gained a majority in the European Parliament, their influence
at the national level remains a significant concern for Europe. Therefore,
while the EPP is likely to secure the future of the European Union project,
it must collaborate with the ECR and respond to the far right's demands,
which focus more on ‘remain-based” Euroscepticism rather than outright
rejection of the EU.

However, considering the increasing visibility of figures like Viktor
Orban, Geert Wilders, and their like-minded allies at both the national and
EU levels, it would not be an exaggeration to argue that liberal European
values and the liberal international order are in danger. This growing
consciousness and solidarity among right-wing populist parties and figures
suggest an alternative vision for the EU, one that is illiberal. Given the
possibility of Trump’s reelection and the emergence of new right-wing
populist cadres in the West, the political landscape will have significant
consequences for Europe and beyond. f
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