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ABSTRACT
While not typically the focus for academic or journalistic analyses,
centre right political parties have been, are and will likely remain
key actors in migration policy and politics across Europe. This
special issue introduction questions and qualifies the extent to
which the 2015 migration crisis affected centre-right parties’
politics, positioning and policy positions on immigration,
problematising the idea that the crisis represented an ‘external’
challenge to party politics and stressing instead the agency and
role of political parties in imbuing crisis-like events with particular
meanings. It argues that the crisis refracted and intensified social
and value conflicts that were already developing in European
party politics. While some policy innovations did occur, they
tended to confirm directions that were evident before –
sometimes long before – the crisis. The article emphasizes the
need to pay attention to significant variation within the centre-
right party family on immigration policy, and changes made over
time by parties preoccupied with public opinion, with inter-party
competition and with challenges posed by real-world events that
were often beyond their control, but also with internal power
struggles.
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Introduction

It is no exaggeration to say that, whether one looks at scholarly outputs or journalistic
contributions, observers and analysts of European politics tend to pay far more attention
to the electoral decline of social democracy and the rise of populism than they do to the
mainstream right. This may be explicable in terms of their own ideological preferences,
their all-too-human fascination with the extreme, and the fact that the decline of
Europe’s conservative, Christian democrat and liberal parties has been more gradual
than that of their socialist, social democratic and labour counterparts. But it is a
mistake nonetheless. Notwithstanding their own electoral difficulties in recent years,
those centre-right parties continue to play a part – indeed, in some places the major
part – in governments all around the continent. As such, they are responsible for a
good deal of public policy and public debate on migration and multiculturalism. They
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therefore deserve our notice, especially because no comparative study has been made of
their stances on those vital issues for over a decade (Bale 2009) – a decade during which
Europe has experienced continuing (and often highly politicised) influxes of people
fleeing conflict and poverty in other parts of the world, as well as experiencing
ongoing (indeed, probably never-ending) debates about how and whether those people
can be socially, economically and culturally integrated.

Accordingly, the contributions to this special issue examine the extent to which, in
Europe after 2015, representations of, and mobilisations around, the ‘immigration
issue’ (broadly defined) have led to changes in the meaning and effects of centre-right
politics in Europe. Instead of asking how the events after 2015 that have been labelled
as the ‘migration crisis’ affected centre-right politics, we put the question differently by
asking whether and how much they actually did. By doing so, we also question a
typical – albeit often implicit – framing of the relationship between migration and pol-
itical systems that posits migration as an ‘external’ challenge to these systems. This
neglects the effects that political parties and other actors can and do play in framing
crisis-like events with particular meanings (Voltolini et al. 2020).

Consequently, we argue that, while it may be tempting, it is potentially misleading to
organise and thereby privilege analysis of centre-right parties and migration around the
effects of the ‘migration crisis’. To do so would involve asking how the crisis was under-
stood and articulated by centre-right political parties – and their rivals – as variously, a
crisis of numbers, a humanitarian crisis, a crisis of politics and political trust, a security
crisis, or some combination of all of these. It would then involve reading-off how these
articulations of crisis affected centre-right parties’ thinking and policy positions, their
members, their electoral support and their competition with rivals. It would, however,
neglect an important prior question. Was the crisis, however understood, primarily an
external shock to European and EU political systems or were the meanings and conse-
quences of crisis actually more endogenous to these political systems? Was it not,
rather, the case that the migration crisis interacted with longer standing changes to
the social basis of party politics in Europe and to associated political mobilisations?
Admittedly, it is difficult to disentangle these exogenous and endogenous factors
because there will necessarily be interplay between them, but the contributions to this
special focus in particular on endogenous factors within political systems and their
effects on both the framing of debate and on policy outcomes. This does not downplay
the effects of crisis, but allows us to also place events after 2015 in a fuller perspective.

We develop an analysis of the centre-right and immigration across five key and inter-
related dimensions: party ideologies (recognising that the centre-right is a broad church);
the organisation and composition of the centre-right; electoral support for centre-right
parties; competition to the centre-right from both left and right; and, finally, effects on
the policy positioning of centre-right parties. While there is significant variation across
these five dimensions, an argument developed in this introduction and touched on
throughout this special issue is that the 2015 crisis refracted and intensified existing pat-
terns and developments such as the effects of previous crises, labour market and welfare
state change and the emergence of new social and political dividing lines. And, while
some policy innovations did occur, they tended to confirm policy trends and directions
that were evident before – sometimes long before – the 2015 crisis.
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Adopting this approach also permits us to caution against what could be labelled as
‘rise-ism’ and the tendency to discuss the centre-right predominantly – if not only –
in relation to the effects of radical, right-wing anti-immigration parties. We know very
well by now that radical right parties have seen increased support and that their anti-
migration/migrant messages have been mainstreamed (Mudde 2019). But focusing on
their rise and the associated tendency to take them at their own word as insurgents
and outsiders neglects the fact that in many countries they have become a relatively
stable components of an altered European political party environment and have partici-
pated in governments (Twist 2019). It was not only radical right parties that triggered
shifts in policy and rhetoric: changes also occurred that were led by centre-right
parties before 2015 – and often before those parties came under serious pressure from
the radical right. While the 2015 crisis did lead to a significant increase in the salience
of the immigration issue, political mobilisation, entrepreneurship, and leadership still
make a major contribution and they are by no means limited to the most radical of
Europe’s right-wing parties.

To develop these arguments, the next section, outlines more fully the approach that we
take. This is followed by a section that explores the meaning and also the heterogeneity of
the centre-right. We then look more closely at centre-right thinking and positioning on
immigration. A final substantive section specifies the scope and content of this special
issue by specifying the rationale for case selection and exploring the approaches and
arguments that are developed by the contributors.

Centre-right responses to migration: an alternative approach

While not disputing the importance and significance of the 2015 crisis – however under-
stood, or, indeed if understood as a crisis at all – we question and qualify its place and cen-
trality to analysis of responses by centre-right political parties. Crisis has been defined by
Hay (1999, 317) as ‘a moment of transformation – a moment in which it is recognised that a
decisive intervention can, and indeed must, be made’ and as an ‘epoch making moment’.
But a crisis does not possess a single objective meaning and is heavily dependent on nar-
rative constructions of the causes and effects of crisis and of the necessary remedies. By this
reckoning the so-called migration crisis after 2015 tended to affirm rather than shift exist-
ing approaches (Geddes, Hadj-Abdou, and Brumat 2020). Clearly the crisis did have
important effects: it intensified debate and led to increased resources being devoted to
migration policy. There were also powerful political effects evident, in particular, in
increased issue salience (Dennison and Geddes 2019). To take these points forward, we
depart from two fundamental observations; one about party politics and one about immi-
gration policy. First, while the crisis certainly increased the attention paid to the immigra-
tion issue, we show in this special issue how the causes and effects of the politicisation of
migration pre-date the crisis and can be linked to deeper changes in the social foundations
of European politics as well as other crisis events such as the post-2008 financial crisis
(Hutter and Kriesi 2019; Hooghe and Marks 2018; Strijbis, Helmer, and de Wilde 2020;
Kriesi et al. 2006). Second, while there was a renewed focus on border security and immi-
gration control after 2015, many of the measures that were introduced were consistent with
an approach at the national and EU levels that can be traced back for more than two
decades (Geddes, Hadj-Abdou, and Brumat 2020).
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Our aim in this special issue is to explore the effects of the politicisation of migration
in relation not only to the more immediate effects of crisis, as understood and articulated
by political actors, but also in relation to underlying changes in European politics. The
contributions that follow ask how, why and with what effects, centre-right parties have
changed their positioning and policy positions on immigration and, given the centrality
of centre-right parties to governments across Europe, how these changes have affected
the immigration issue.

To focus, as many analyses do, on the ‘crisis’ of 2015 attributes significant, indepen-
dent and causal influence to the structuring power of immigration flows, particularly
during 2015 and 2016 and their effects on party politics and on relations and rivalries
between political parties in their respective political systems. We do not, of course,
dispute that flows and the representation of flows can have political effects. There is evi-
dence, however, that the crisis did not cause increased negativity in Europe-wide atti-
tudes to immigration (in fact the opposite) nor did it cause a major shift in policy
responses (Dennison and Geddes 2019; Guiraudon 2018). We propose an alternative
approach that attributes less independent power to crisis-linked immigration flows
and, instead, emphasises how the meaning of immigration as a political issue is strongly
dependent on the operation and effects of political systems, as well as on the wider social
and economic context within which they operate. From this perspective, the so-called
crisis of 2015 reflected, refracted and intensified the debate about immigration. In
order to understand the underlying causes, we need to explore deeper patterns of
change in European party systems and the scope for convergence and variation within
and between them. By choosing a route that emphasises the ways in which political
systems themselves can powerfully shape the meaning of immigration as a political
issue, we also make two associated points – one methodological and the other empirical.

At a methodological level, our approach means that we do not see or understand the
immigration issue – in all its diversity – as merely some kind of external shock to party
systems as though it were exogenous to the operation and effects of these systems. To do
so is to neglect the pivotal role played by party politics and wider systemic factors in
giving political meaning to immigration. In contrast, we invert the analytical relationship
to understand immigration as an issue – or, to be more precise, a set of issues – that is
made visible by the operation and effects of political systems and the wider socio-econ-
omic context within which they are embedded. Or, put differently, the immigration issue
is dependent on the actions, inactions and interactions of political parties in their various
guises including, of course, as campaigning organisations and as potential parties of gov-
ernment. An intuitively straightforward way to think about this is by considering
migration categories such as ‘high skilled migrant’, ‘low skilled migrant’ ‘family
migrant’, ‘asylum seeker’ or ‘irregular migrant’ that clearly are not some innate or
inherent characteristics of migrants themselves but reflect political decisions made in
(usually) the countries they move to.

The second implication is at a more empirical level and is recognising that not only is
there significant variation within the centre-right party family, but that this is connected
to what could be called background institutional conditions, such as the organisation of
labour markets and of welfare states. These institutional conditions and their effects – as
well as spatial and temporal variation in them – can and do affect the positioning of
centre-right parties on immigration. While efforts to control borders and regulate
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flows have been central to analyses of European immigration policy and politics, there is
also evidence that there has been a significant openness by centre-right parties to the
admission of migrants into highly skilled employment that is linked to the liberalisation
of labour markets and welfare states (Kolbe 2020).

What, then, does this perspective mean in practical terms? If we consider the crisis of
2015, however viewed, our perspective means that we are less inclined to attribute inde-
pendent causal power to the crisis and more likely to see political responses after 2015 as
embedded in existing trends in European party politics. At the same time, our perspective
cautions against focusing predominantly on rises and falls in the fortunes of radical right,
anti-immigration political parties. Instead, it recognises that such parties have become a
more stable component of the political landscape, reflecting what some see as a new clea-
vage or dividing line in a European politics that has become more complex, multidimen-
sional and, yes, perhaps more populist – with that populism also posing serious problems
for the centre-left parties which, notwithstanding endless reports of their imminent
demise, currently still constitute key competitors for the parties we focus on in this
special issue (Berman and Snegovaya 2019; Hooghe and Marks 2018)

The centre-right – composition and definitions

The centre – (or mainstream-) right in Europe is composed of more than one of the
‘party families’ that are the staple of comparative political science – namely, conserva-
tives, Christian democrats and (some, though not all) liberal parties (for more detail
see Bale and Rovira Kaltwasser 2021). And even those families are far from homo-
geneous, containing parties that, notwithstanding their common tendency to see inequal-
ities as to some extent natural and even necessary (Bobbio 1996), sometimes have
markedly different origins, policy platforms and organisational structures. Little
wonder, then, that the centre-right has been called ‘a coalition of heterogeneous political
currents with distinct, and at times clashing, ideological visions and social bases of
support’ (Gidron and Ziblatt 2019).

Nevertheless, ‘centre-right’, we argue, remains a useful concept, both because the
parties it covers share the sort of affinities that allow them to cooperate in government
and because it distinguishes them from parties on what is routinely labelled the far-
right (Mudde 2019) – even if, as some suggest, in the case of some parties (and
perhaps, at least in the case of the conservatives, party families) that distinction may
appear more blurred than it was once (see, for example, Abou-Chadi and Krause
2020, Wagner and Meyer 2017; though see also Akkerman 2015; Schumacher and van
Kersbergen 2016; and Odmalm and Bale 2015).

So what about the party families covered under the centre-right umbrella – conserva-
tives, Christian democrats, and liberals? It is tempting, especially with regard to the first
of them, to assert that the clue, as they say, is in the name; however, this can be misleading.

Conservative parties may have been set up to defend the status quo but they have long
since proved amenable to change – as long as that change does not prove so radical as to
deny what might broadly be described as the ruling classes time to adapt and survive. The
threat posed by democracy, for instance (see Ziblatt 2017), was mitigated (if not comple-
tely disposed of) by appealing to the newly enfranchised working class via nationalism –
something they have continued to do ever since. Moreover, conservative parties, most
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obviously the family’s eponymous member in the UK, have more recently been in the
vanguard of a so-called ‘neoliberal’ revolution, albeit one which pared back the state
(something they have always distrusted insofar as it moved beyond its most basic func-
tions of maintaining the defence of the realm and law and order) – particularly with
regard to welfare, industrial subsidies and taxes on the rich.

Christian democratic parties, however, have tended to be rather more lukewarm
towards such reforms, having a rather stronger sense of a (family-based) welfare state
being a vital part of their commitment to a society that leaves no-one behind (Van Ker-
sbergen, 1995). As well as presenting themselves as cross-class, catch-all parties, Christian
democratic parties have also traditionally eschewed aggressively nationalist appeals – a
stance that means they are rather less preoccupied with state sovereignty, hence their
key role in European integration (van Hecke 2004 and Kaiser 2007).

In some ways, liberal parties have more in common with their conservative than with
their Christian democratic counterparts since they believe in the protection of individual
(and property) rights from interference, not least from state interference and in the free
market (Freeden and Stears 2014; 332 and O’Sullivan 2014, 303). However, their desire to
recognise the plurality of individual beliefs and group life-styles and their origins as
opposed to all things traditional, puts them – at least potentially – at odds with both con-
servatives and Christian democrats. It also means, given such pluralism and radicalism is
also highly valued by other self-styled ‘progressive’ parties, that liberal parties as a whole
are less easy to classify as right-wing (van Haute and Close 2019). A distinction therefore
needs to be made between what we might call market-liberal parties – which fit fairly
comfortably into the broader, centre-right category – and what we might call social-
liberal parties, which do not.

Conflicted: the centre-right and immigration

Since it is a broad church, composed of three party families, which are themselves het-
erodox, the centre-right is unlikely, on the face of it, to evince a unified position on immi-
gration. Even consistency is difficult: after all, different strains in their ideologies can
sometimes pull them in different directions. Think, for example, of conservative
parties. On the one hand, they have historically been the friends of business and free
markets, which, one would assume, would see them favour the idea that an important
factor of production, namely cheap and/or skilled labour, should be able to move
freely across borders. On the other, they also trade in nationalism, sovereignty, and secur-
ity, all of which can obviously run counter to that idea – especially given European inte-
gration, migration, and a heightened threat from Islamist terrorism. When it comes to
the Christian democrats, however, the catholic social teaching that has influenced
them means that they take an essentially charitable position on newcomers, although
they may (especially perhaps if they are not co-religionists) worry about their integration
into the community. For their part, Liberals are less concerned about community but
value pluralism and internationalism, and they, like conservatives, can also see the
business case for ‘free movement’. Indeed, they might be the least cross-pressured of
the centre-rights three party families, were it not, perhaps, for concerns about the con-
servative cultural values of immigrants running counter to the liberal lifestyles now
taken for granted in many Western democracies (see, for example, Witteveen 2017).
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Even without these tensions and cross-pressures, however, one would have to ask
whether what we might think of as the more positive, accommodating, or welcoming
aspects of these three party families’ takes on immigration could ever hope to survive
contact with the real worlds of heightened migration, party/electoral competition, and
government formation (see Bale 2009; Bale 2003 and Meguid 2008) – all of which, natu-
rally, we explore in this special issue. Indeed, arguably, the incentives to move to more
negative stances are, if anything, stronger than ever. Five years ago, Europe experienced
a migration crisis arguably unprecedented in its scope and scale – and one which (pre-
suming Covid-19 can be brought under control across the continent) could well blow up
again unless Turkey can be persuaded to continue holding back people desperate to enter
the EU via Greece. Meanwhile (and, of course, not altogether unrelatedly, given both
immigration’s increased salience and widespread criticisms of sitting governments’
difficulties in dealing with it) populist radical right parties have become increasingly
popular – so much so that, even where centre-right parties reject formal coalitions
with them, they are tempted to adopt some of their policies, either in a desperate and
arguably forlorn attempt to spike their guns or else in order to gain their support for gov-
erning options from which those parties are excluded. That said, just as the 2015 crisis
was hardly the first to put migration on the political map, rising support for the populist
radical right is not a necessary condition for the centre-right to move towards a more
restrictive position on immigration and a more assimilationist (as opposed to multicul-
turalist) position on integration. That rising support can certainly push things along, but
they may well be heading in that direction anyway.

On the other hand, there are clearly disincentives for centre-right parties to adopt
more restrictive and assimilationist positions. Here, we are not just talking about the
more permissive and pluralistic aspects of their own ideologies already mentioned, or
about differences in the national political cultures in which they operate, but also
more instrumental considerations. Most obvious is the risk that, by moving in that direc-
tion, centre-right parties burn off more economically- and more culturally-liberal voters
and also render coalition deals with the parties that now represent them more difficult.
Moreover, there is every chance that such a shift on the part of centre-right parties either
makes no difference to support for radical right competitors or even increases it. It can,
after all, make the issues those competitors mobilise on (and perhaps now even ‘own’)
more salient. And, in so doing, it can lend those issues more weight in the decisions
people make in the voting booth, as well as affording undue (but no doubt very
welcome) legitimacy to parties that otherwise might continue to be seen by much of
the electorate as beyond the pale. There is also a possibility that, for the centre-right,
focusing on such issues proves doubly counterproductive by distracting it from ‘bread
and butter’ issues, such as the economy and public services, which might, in fact, be
just as or even more important to its potential voters – people who may, while they
have concerns about migration, hold rather more nuanced, less hostile views than
some imagine (see, for example, Rutter and Carter 2018).

Contributions in this issue

The contributions to this special issue begin with two articles that provide a broader con-
textual reading on political conflicts and the impact of the migration crisis across Europe.
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The first contribution analysing the politicisation of immigration in Europe during the
migration crisis covers Northwestern, Central-Eastern, and Southern Europe. The
third contribution looks at vote choice between centre-right and radical-right parties
focusing on 11 West European countries.

These contributions are followed by a series of in-depth country case studies that
explore in closer details the meaning and practice of centre-right politics in countries
with divergent migration histories, variation in background institutional conditions of
labour markets and welfare states, differing levels of exposure to the crisis after 2015
and, also, varying constellations of centre-right party politics. This country case selection
represents countries in all of which the crisis has been highly tangible in numbers and in
political debate: Austria, Germany, Sweden, Italy. Hungary is also included in this set of
case studies where the Fidesz party continues to be entrenched in centre-right party
family federations at EU level and its electorate is more similar to those of centre-
right than radical right parties, although Fidesz has undergone an ideological transform-
ation and today employs rhetoric and policies characteristic of the radical right (Mudde
2016). An analysis of Fidesz thus contributes to the understanding of reconfigurations of
mainstream parties into actors with a more radical stance, especially in the Central Euro-
pean context. The special issue also includes a comparator, a case less directly related to
the migration crisis but where immigration has also played a significant role in electoral
campaigning and increased significantly in saliency – the UK Conservative Party.

In the first contribution, Hutter and Kriesi (2021) investigate the politicisation of
immigration and demonstrate that the radical right is more likely to enjoy success
where its stances are accommodated rather than opposed by the centre-right, particularly
when the latter pays a lot of attention to immigration. They also show that the crisis after
2015 led to increased politicisation – understood as high issue salience and increased
polarisation. There are, however, important country-specific variations that suggest
that the crisis was neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for the politicisation of
immigration. This points to the crucial importance of partisan mobilisation for the poli-
ticisation of the immigration issue, with the radical right often key to the process, albeit,
again, with important intra-European variations between north western and central-
eastern Europe.

Abou Chadi, Wagner and Cohen (2021) examine the impact of economic and immi-
gration positions among the electorate and among parties on the electoral success of the
centre and radical right in the wake of both the 2008 economic crisis and the
2015 migration crisis. They show that it has been the centre-right that has been most
affected in electoral terms by the rise of the radical right. Former voters for the centre-
right make up a large proportion of gains made in recent years by the radical right, out-
weighing increases from vote switching from social-democratic voters, as well as from the
mobilisation of non-voters. They find, moreover, that anti-immigrant attitudes have
become even more relevant today as the main predictor for voting for the radical
right. At the same time, however, they highlight that economic grievances have also
become more important. They also argue that it is not objective socio-economic indi-
cators usually associated with the crises that explain vote shifts between centre-right
and radical right parties. Rather, it is deeper societal and economic conditions that
have driven those shifts. Without these underlying conditions changing, they suggest
that the centre-right can do little to gain back voters from the radical right.
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Taken together these two comparative, quantitative contributions suggest that, while it
is undoubtedly important, a focus solely on ‘political demand’, driven by factors such as
socio-economic conditions or immigration flows, should not lead us to neglect ‘political
supply’ – in the form of centre-right party positioning, their mobilisation and party com-
petition – nor the significant spatial and temporal variation involved. These insights are
then taken forward in country case studies.

Hadj Abdou and Ruedin (2021) focus on the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) and
whether it can be can be considered an anti-immigration party. They do so by system-
atically analysing the party’s electoral manifestos from 1994 to 2019. Tracing the
party’s development over this 25 year period, the article identifies a shift to the socio-cul-
tural right and towards anti-immigration positions. While there were previously some
ambiguities, the ÖVP has amplified its restrictive approach after 2017. The key to under-
standing this shift, it is argued, is the restructuring of the party into a leadership-domi-
nated party, which led to a side-lining of pro-immigrant interest groups. True, the
migration crisis created the opportunity for this restructuring.. But the crisis as an
exogenous factor was mediated by an endogenous factor – the intra-party change that
allowed the ÖVP to position itself as an anti-immigrant actor able to convey ownership
of the issue and attract the anti-immigrant electorate.

Demker and Odmalm (2021) make clear that the Swedish politics of migration cannot
be classified any longer as a deviant liberal case in Europe because it has become in many
ways strikingly similar to other EU member states. Components of the Swedish centre-
right have adopted populist radical right positions with a socio-cultural framing of
migration issues. The roots of this evolution, Demker and Odmalm (2021) emphasize,
date back more than a decade. They identify atypical coalition formations in the after-
math of the collapse of the centre-right Alliance for Sweden, and a lack of cohesiveness
as well as ideological tensions within the centre-right as driving factors.

Hertner (2021) looks at the CDU/CSU’s immigration policies and discourses in
Germany during the long chancellorship of Angela Merkel. Hertner reconstructs the
ambivalent and conflicted positions on migration issues of the German centre-right
that have been evident during Merkel’s leadership. The CDU/CSU oscillated between
tightening and liberalising immigration controls and between embracing cultural diver-
sity and demanding assimilation. These conflicting positions, Hertner shows, are also
reflected in the discursive framing of immigration issues. In contrast to other European
centre-right parties such as the Austrian People’s Party economic arguments have
remained central to CDU/CSU immigration rhetoric. A continuous ambivalent profile
for the party is largely the outcome of internal divisions with the German centre-right,
between the CSU and the CDU, but also within the CDU. During the migration crisis,
the CSU, although in the federal government, often behaved like an opposition party,
opposing its sister party the CDU. Overall Hertner’s contribution underlines that it is
domestic political drivers, such as these internal divisions with the centre-right party
family and, related to it, the rise of the anti-immigrant Alternative for Germany
(AfD), which help us best to understand centre-right positioning on immigration in
Germany.

Dennison and Geddes (2021) analyse the shifting constellation of centre-right forces
in Italian party politics and emphasise the combined roles of long-term policy drift, the
‘irregularisation’ of migration and, after 2015, high issue salience to account for the
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reinvention and rise of the radical right Lega party to a leading position on what is
referred to as the Italian ‘centre-right’ although a relevant question is what remains
that is identifiably ‘centrist’. The crisis after 2015 contributed to high levels of politicisa-
tion but the underlying dynamics linked both to centre-right party politics and to
migration policy clearly predate the events of 2015. While being a long standing, albeit
at times ambivalent member of the centre-right coalitions led by Silvio Berlusconi, the
Lega Nord reinvented itself as the Lega, a national and nationalist, anti-immigration
and xenophobic party while retaining in public debate the ‘centre-right’ moniker that
bore little resemblance to its radical right positioning on immigration.

Bíró-Nagy (2021) shows that, while Hungary can be seen as an outlier among the cases
discussed in this special issue, it is also a case from which insightful lessons can be
learned for centre-right party politics and immigration politics. Fidesz has, until very
recently, been firmly entrenched in continental centre-right party family federations and
its electorate was always more similar to those of centre-right than radical right parties.
During the 2010s, however, Fidesz underwent a full-blown ideological transformation
which saw it, much more openly than its counterparts in other countries, unapologetically
adopt radical right rhetoric and policies (Mudde 2016). And, although the migration crisis
did not therefore cause Fidesz to turn into an anti-immigrant, it nevertheless provided an
opportunity to capitalise still further on the issue in order to counter its electoral decline.
Indeed, more so in Hungary than in any other European country perhaps, migration was
the defining issue of the 2014–2018 period. Fidesz’s leader, Viktor Orbán, not only gained
electorally by instrumentalizing the immigration issue, but also became a key opponent
of EU-wide solidarity. While migration was a marginal issue in Hungary right up until
2015, through the constant politicisation of the issue, Fidesz managed to sustain a sense
of crisis to increase negative public sentiments towards migration in the society and success-
fully embed migration as a key concern, if not fear, among its voters. Bíró-Nagy shows that
mobilisation of a particular, racialised framing of the crisis was a key factor.

The UK, Bale (2021) notes in our last case study, was less directly affected by the 2015
migration crisis than many other European countries. Yet, in its wake, migration –
perhaps not surprisingly give the Conservative Party’s long history of using the issue
to its political advantage, as well as the challenge to its ownership posed by its evident
failure to live up to its promises to reduce numbers coming in – nonetheless played a sig-
nificant role in British politics. This was most evident in the June 2016 vote to leave the
EU (Dennison and Geddes 2018). Indeed, as Bale (2021) shows, that referendum exposed
(not for the first time) the divisions within the centre-right on the issue, as well as becom-
ing part of an internal battle not just over the UK’s membership of the EU and the attend-
ant implications for immigration policy but also over control of the party itself. As Bale
notes, for political parties, migration is never just about policy, or not even just about
inter-party competition; it can also become the terrain upon which intra-party power
games, albeit with potentially huge external consequences, are fought.

Conclusions

Where do the findings by these contributions point towards in terms of the broader
debate about the migration crisis, migration politics, and party politics in the European
Union?

10 L. HADJ ABDOU ET AL.



The 2015 crisis: not a critical juncture

The findings in this contribution make clear that it is not the migration crisis per se that
matters. It would be misleading to see it as a critical juncture changing the dynamics of
migration and party politics across Europe. The fact that migration did become more
salient in the wake of the crisis does not imply that centre-right parties automatically
or radically changed their positions on the issue.

The articles suggest that shifts in how the centre-right approached migration tended to
start before – often well before – the events after what quickly came to be labelled the
migration crisis. Many centre-right parties already had established (often fairly restric-
tive) positions prior to 2015 – positions which they did not significantly alter in the
wake of the crisis. So, while the crisis may have exacerbated or amplified existing
trends, it was far from their first cause. Particularly (although not exclusively) in settings
with established radical right challenger parties, the centre-right had been mobilising on
the migration issue from the mid-2000s onwards.

Naturally, of course, there are outliers: the migration crisis was something of a game-
changer in Hungary. None of the existing parties including the extreme right, nativist
Jobbik party really mobilised on it seriously before 2015. But the crisis enabled the
ruling party to fight successfully against its own ongoing decline: by strategically and con-
tinuously instrumentalizing migration to appeal well beyond its core support, Fidesz
could regain electoral popularity, although, in so doing, it may have helped drive a
further wedge between it and its so-called sister parties in the European People’s Party
in the European Parliament, from which it is now suspended indefinitely.

External conditions, such as the migration crisis, can push the centre-right towards
mobilising more intensively on migration. But more substantive shifts in terms of posi-
tioning are often induced, or at least enabled, by internal factors such as leadership con-
tests, as well as by factors that mix the external with the internal, such as coalition
considerations which, played a big role in Sweden, for instance.

Differences within the centre-right

The contributions also suggest the need to be attentive to variation as regards the posi-
tioning on migration within the centre-right. We can observe important differences
within the centre-right. This holds true across countries as well as within countries
that have more than one centre-right party, as the Swedish, German and Italian examples
illustrate. There is thus no common centre-right immigration template or strategy on
how to respond to anti-immigrant challenger parties. On the contrary, even in settings
where until quite recently a consensus on migration issues still existed, we find consider-
ably more polarisation and fragmentation within the centre-right, as is the case in
Sweden. Another demonstration of this heterogeneity is provided by the conflicts
between Christian democratic sister parties in Germany. The CDU and the CSU
largely disagreed on the management of the European migration crisis, leading to
severe tensions within the government. The CDU, at least on a rhetorical level, moved
towards the more liberal centre, the CSU moved towards the radical right. Differences
also exist within individual parties and, as in the UK and Austria, can become part of
internal as well as external competition.
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Another important issue that plays a main role in the centre-rights’ migration pos-
itions and accounts for variations within this party family, is the role that client politics
in favour of migration can play as opposed to citizens’ concerns about immigration.
Contributions to this special issue show that client politics plays less of a role in deter-
mining centre-right parties immigration stances than might once has been the case.
Business interests, as well as pro-migrant catholic associations and charities, have
become much less potent compared to the concerns of citizens. Whether this can
be interpreted as democratically responsive behaviour is a moot point. Centre-right
parties are not above activating the latent concerns of citizens and keeping the
migration issue salient notwithstanding the fact that often other concerns matter
(and some would say, given socio-economic realities, should matter) considerably
more to their electorates.

Shifts in framing

Despite important differences among centre-right parties, the contributions also identify
important shifts in the framing of the immigration issue. Migration is increasingly
framed in many centre-right parties’ rhetoric in socio-cultural terms rather than econ-
omic terms. Perceived failings in immigrant integration have also become a key issue
for the centre-right across Europe.

The migration issue, moreover, is often used in a politically promiscuous way, sub-
suming different migrant categories under vague terminology, including the linking of
EU freedom of movement to immigration, as well as focusing all too often on
Muslims as the ‘migrant other’.

Effects of anti-migration positions by the centre-right

But what, then, are the effects of the restrictive positioning of the centre-right? Does an
anti-immigration position and/or making the issue more salient pay off? Probably not. As
the contributions in this special issue underline an accommodative strategy, adopting
‘radical right lite’ positions and boosting the salience of immigration, further contributes
to the success of the radical right instead of preventing losses. But there are of course
nuances. Hard-line stances on immigration and increased political salience can be elec-
torally helpful to a centre-right party if it can win, retain or regain ownership of the issue,
as in Hungary, in the UK, and in Austria, where the renewed emphasis and restrictive
stance facilitated by a fundamental change of leadership bore fruit despite the existence
of a strong and established anti-immigrant radical right. As these articles in this issue
show, as predominantly office seeking outfits, centre-right parties often allow strategic
considerations to trump ideological misgivings.

Whether such strategic anti-migration positions are permanent or temporary – and
whether an instrumental shift becomes a genuinely ideological one – only time will tell.
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