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When 20 to 30 per cent of people in European countries support right-wing parties, it is worth asking why that happens and what can be done to halt the trend—or, as some might say, how it can continue and grow. But first, a brief summary of the political situation of right-wing parties in some European countries.
The right-wing trend began decades ago, in the early 1970s, when Jean-Marie Le Pen (1928–2025), a lawyer, activist and politician, founded the National Front in 1972, now known as the National Rally. When he stepped down, the party was chaired by his daughter Marine Le Pen from 2011, and since 2022 Jordan Bardella (30) has been the leader and is likely to be the party’s presidential candidate in April 2027.
The French right-wing party has grown slowly but steadily, though with setbacks and controversy over its views, particularly on immigration—a key issue for all right-wing parties in Europe and especially visible in France, which has a high proportion of immigrants from its former African colonies. France also has the highest percentage of Muslims in Europe, estimated at about 10 per cent. Although France is secular, it retains strong Catholic traditions but does not allow religion to be taught in state schools, unlike many other European countries.
Another important issue for right-wingers in France (and the UK) is opposition to the European Union. While partly economic, it also reflects demands for greater national independence and a rejection of EU bureaucracy, which many Europeans—not just right-wingers—criticise. Yet Marine Le Pen has served as a Member of the European Parliament, and Bardella has been one since 2019.
Right-wingers campaign for lower taxes and reduced government spending, particularly on immigrants, refugees and integration programmes, and for cuts in development aid and UN transfers. They argue that refugees should be supported in neighbouring countries rather than being allowed to enter Europe. Most support Ukraine against Russia’s invasion. In the Middle East, right-wingers are generally less sympathetic to Palestine than other European politicians.
They also call for fewer regulations on the private sector. French right-wingers cite Italy’s policies under Giorgia Meloni, prime minister since 2022, as a positive example. Meloni’s premiership has shown that right-wingers may moderate some policies once in power. On environmental issues—pollution, climate change, global warming—right-wing parties usually oppose giving them priority or funding large government programmes.
In the Netherlands, Geert Wilders, founder and leader of the populist Party for Freedom (PVV) since 1996, has at times supported the government but mostly remained in opposition. The PVV takes extreme positions on immigration, including calls to ban new mosques. Opinion polls ahead of the general election show Wilders doing well despite his polarising views, which have led to unruly and even violent demonstrations. Street rallies are part of Europe’s democratic debate, especially in France, but should remain civil and peaceful.
Recent demonstrations in the UK also show right-wingers taking debates to the streets. According to polls, MP Nigel Farage’s Reform UK party has the support of up to a third of voters, mainly due to his hardline stance on immigration, especially illegal crossings from France. Farage was a key campaigner for Brexit, which many now see as a mistake. He has a reputation for “fishing in troubled waters”—embracing popular causes without offering clear, long-term solutions.
This is a brief overview of right-wing parties in Europe. Why do so many voters support them? In the Dutch elections later this year, the PVV may become the largest party or at least the second largest. Yet right-wingers are often better at expressing dissatisfaction than at presenting workable solutions. They join populist movements to tell mainstream parties they have failed ordinary people.
Since World War II, social democratic and centrist conservative parties have dominated European politics, making them the targets of right-wing criticism. These mainstream parties may also have become stale, while populist parties use simpler, less bureaucratic language. European politicians today can sound like “Besserwissers”—know-it-alls.
In the USA, too, Donald Trump’s success and the Republican Party’s shift reflect voters’ sense of not being heard. Many feel the Democrats cater to the educated middle class in government rather than to ordinary people in private-sector jobs or small businesses. Wealthy voters also resent excessive regulation.
To curb the growth of right-wing parties, established parties must change and renew themselves, especially social democrats. They must represent ordinary people better and give greater voice to youth, immigrants, unemployed, manual workers and others on the fringes, alongside experienced politicians. This can be done, but there is urgency before more voters come to believe that right-wing parties truly have the answers or embody democratic thinking.
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