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Far-right contentious politics in times of crisis: Between adaptation and 
transformation 
 
 
Abstract 
The far right is often seen to thrive in times of crisis. The unfolding of the Great Recession, the 
migration crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic provide an unprecedented opportunity to delve 
into far-right collective actors’ relationship with ‘crisis’. With our study, we are interested to 
explore whether far-right mobilisation in the protest arena is indeed linked to short-term 
periods of crisis or part of a broader, longer-term process of societal transformation from the 
ground up. We deploy a new dataset on far-right protest events – part of the Far-Right Protest 
Observatory (FARPO) – covering 10 European countries and the period 2008–2021 (N = 4,440) 
to elicit and characterise nativist mobilisation at the non-institutional level. Although far-right 
collective actors have reacted to periods of crisis, the rate, size, and interactions 
surrounding their protest mobilisation have been steadily on the rise, their repertoire of action 
has been overwhelmingly conventional, and their claim-making dominated by trademark 
issues like immigration and multiculturalism. Instead of simply adapting to crisis, we contend 
that the far right is prompting a broader process of transformation and increasing its 
penetration of civil society. 
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Introduction 
 
The fortunes of the far right are frequently associated with periods of crisis. Whether interpreted 
as a phenomenon that reacts to social and economic downturns (Kerbo 1982; Kriesi 1995) or 
that proactively manufactures a sense of crisis (Taggart 2000; Moffitt 2015), the far right1 is 
normally perceived to benefit from heightened uncertainty. At the same time, ‘[p]rotest waves 
as periods of intense and widespread contention are characteristic for times of crisis’ (Kriesi 
2020: 77). While the far right and contentious politics 2  have individually gained extensive 
traction in the literature, the intersection between the two, and their relationship with crises, 
remain largely under-researched. In this article, we set out to explore whether the protest 
mobilisation of the far right is actually linked to short-term periods of crisis or part of a broader, 
longer-term attempt to transform society from the ground up. 
 
So far, the analysis of far-right politics in times of crisis has mostly focused on elections and 
parties, evidencing mixed short-to-long-term electoral outcomes (e.g. Wondreys and Mudde 
2020; Kriesi and Pappas 2015), or crises as ‘pretext’ for discursive shifts (e.g. Pirro and van 
Kessel 2017). However, far-right parties, as harbingers of anti-establishment protest, are only 
but one manifestation of nativist politics. As we consider the far right as a ‘collective actor’ 
including political parties, social movements, and subcultural groups (Minkenberg 2003), we 
make a plea to move beyond the analysis of institutional politics alone and consider grassroots 
mobilisation as a key component of its political activity. We subscribe to the notion that non-
institutional politics is complementary to conventional political participation (van Deth 2014). 
Protest activity is just but one situationally determined option among many, ‘ranging from 
unstructured collective action to interest group organization to activism within political parties 
and institutions’ (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 1996: 27). There is essentially no reason to 
consider engagement in the protest and electoral arenas as fully detached; they should rather 
be considered in continuity with each other.  
 
In this regard, we note very little attention paid to the non-institutional politics of the far right 
and the mobilisation of social movements and political parties in the protest arena – 
irrespective of ‘normal’ or ‘hard’ times. For example, the migration crisis ostensibly facilitated 
a symbiotic relationship between the Alternative for Germany (AfD) and Patriotic Europeans 
Against the Islamisation of the West (PEGIDA) (Weisskircher and Berntzen 2019). Yet, the recent 
convergence of the far right in support of German farmers’ protests (Arzheimer 2024) confirms 
that a partition of labour between institutional and non-institutional actors can also occur amid 
relative stability. In our article, we seek to understand whether far-right collective actors change 

 
1 With the term ‘far right’, we refer to collective actors sharing a common nativist and authoritarian worldview 
(Mudde 2007), and including both radical and extremist variants of right-wing ideology (Pirro 2023). 
2 By ‘contentious politics’, we mean collective and non-institutional manifestations of political struggle (e.g. Tilly 
and Tarrow 2015). 
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their protest mobilisation in times of crisis and, if so, how. The relationship between far-right 
protest mobilisation and crisis should in principle reveal whether the far right is adapting to 
changing circumstances or pursuing societal transformation from the ground up. To this end, 
we define far-right protest mobilisation as the set of demonstrative, confrontational, or violent 
protests in which nativist groups participate (Castelli Gattinara, Froio, and Pirro 2022), and 
consider the evolution of this phenomenon across a timespan covering three recent crises: the 
Great Recession, the migration crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
Our interest in protest mobilisation draws from the renewed efforts that the far right has poured 
into street politics (e.g. Ellinas 2020; Castelli Gattinara, Froio, and Pirro 2022; Castelli Gattinara 
and Pirro 2024). Engagement at the grassroots level might serve different purposes – from 
providing alternative forms of political socialisation (e.g. Blee 2003; Meadowcroft and Morrow 
2017) to setting the agenda through unconventional tactics (e.g. Jennings and Saunders 2019; 
Castelli Gattinara and Froio 2024; Walgrave and Vliegenthart 2012). Here, we wish to move 
beyond short-to-mid-range outcomes and tackle far-right contentious politics through the lens 
of two processes: adaptation and transformation. 
 
As for the adaptation process, the recent crises might serve as a catalyst for nativist protest 
mobilisation, challenging the far right’s earlier, almost exclusive, predilection for ‘orderly’ 
political action and institutional politics (Hutter and Kriesi 2013: 287). The idea that protest 
occurs in waves is widespread (e.g. Kriesi 2020). In this first scenario, the far right’s non-
institutional response to crisis would be mostly adaptive: it would consist in circumscribed 
trends of engagement and be related to the three aforementioned crises. The presence of such 
a mode of contention – which we term ‘contingent’ – would then suggest that the far right is 
adapting to changing opportunities in the short run.  
 
Another view would reconcile long-term and durable patterns of far-right protest mobilisation 
with a broader process of societal transformation. In this second scenario, the far right’s 
engagement in street politics would not be occasional or merely driven by the opportunity 
afforded by the crises, but hint at a deliberate and far-reaching project of social penetration. 
This mode of contention – which we term ‘incremental’ – would be partly independent from the 
individual crises and would lend credence to a transformation attempt from the ground up. 
 
An incremental mode of contention does not rule out far-right protest activity in times of 
instability, but appreciates the overall longitudinal growth of such mobilisation efforts. To 
elaborate further, we do not see adaptation and transformation processes as mutually 
exclusive. While the first emphasises short-term responses to periods of crisis, the second 
focuses on the long-term picture. Still, the difference between the two processes is such that 
while the far right could intensify protest activity in times of crisis, this would not necessarily 
lead to increased or more radical engagement in the longer run; and while the far right could 
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intensify protest activity in the longer run, this would not necessarily depend on increased 
mobilisation in periods of instability. 
 
We particularly value longer-term perspectives because, since the late 1960s, nativist 
collective actors have been on a counterhegemonic mission to replace the liberal order with a 
nativist and authoritarian order at the national and international level (Spektorowski 2003; 
Bohle, Greskovits, and Naczyk 2023; Pirro 2024). The ideological ‘renewal’ subtending these 
aspirations has prompted a discursive shift from ‘biological racism’ to ‘ethnopluralism’, and 
partly contributed to boost the appeal of the contemporary far right from the 1980s onwards 
(Rydgren 2005). This counterhegemonic undertaking appears in some contexts complete 
(Bohle, Greskovits, and Naczyk 2023). What is often neglected is the fact that such a nativist 
and authoritarian project rests on the penetration of civil society (Greskovits 2020), thus 
prompting to move beyond metrics of electoral performance alone. The most direct implication 
of this process would be the far right’s increased ability to mobilise support at the grassroots 
level. In a broader perspective, then, if the far right is succeeding in this endeavour, their 
engagement in the protest arena might anticipate – from a Gramscian perspective – a takeover 
of state institutions (Bohle, Greskovits, and Naczyk 2023; Pirro 2024). 
 
To tackle the presence of adaptive and transformative processes through far-right contentious 
politics, we examine four aspects of protest mobilisation, which we term numerical, 
performative, thematic, and synergetic. These aspects draw from the characterisation of 
contentious politics in social movement studies and protest event analysis (PEA), which 
address the rate and size, repertoire, issue foci, and alliance structure of collective actors (e.g. 
della Porta and Tarrow 1986; Kriesi 2020; Hunger and Lorenzini 2020; Gessler and Schulte-
Cloos 2020; Pirro et al. 2021). In turn, these aspects allow us to understand the type of 
processes unfolding in far-right politics today. Looking at the rate and size of protest, we are 
indeed interested to ascertain whether the far right has engaged occasionally or consistently 
at the grassroots level since the outbreak of the Great Recession, and whether and how their 
non-electoral mobilisation has been able to attract more supporters during the period analysed 
(numerical aspect). Looking at the repertoire of action of the far right, we seek to understand 
whether crises elicit confrontation or violence in non-institutional activity (performative 
aspect). Looking at the claims made at the grassroots level, we want to know whether there has 
been congruity between the type of crisis and the themes upon which the far right has 
mobilised (thematic aspect). Finally, looking at possible synergies, we wish to establish 
whether the recent period of crisis has offered prospects for limited or durable cooperation 
between different types of collective actors in the protest arena (synergetic aspect). 
 
Empirically, we use a new dataset on cross-national far-right protest mobilisation – part of the 
Far-Right Protest Observatory (FARPO) – that covers 10 European countries (Austria, Belgium, 
France, Germany, Italy, The Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Spain, and Sweden) and the period 
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between 2008 and 2021. The dataset includes a total of 4,440 protest events and is 
unprecedented in scope and kind, given its specific and unrestrained focus on far-right 
collective action. In the next sections, we outline the theoretical and substantive premises of 
our research effort; we then move on to the presentation of our data and operationalisation; 
successively, we present our empirical findings, addressing different aspects related to far-
right protest mobilisation in normal and hard times. In the final section, we draw a number of 
conclusions, which lead us to contend that the far right has gained ground at the grassroots 
level in ways that partly transcend the unfolding of the recent crises. Although nativist 
collective actors have reacted to periods of crisis (mostly in performative and thematic terms), 
the rate, size, and interactions surrounding far-right protest mobilisation have been steadily on 
the rise, their repertoire of action has been overwhelmingly conventional, and their claim-
making dominated by nativist issues like immigration and multiculturalism. In our reading, 
these findings confirm the import of longer-term views and the opportunity to focus on non-
institutional politics to better understand the far right: while a short-term perspective 
evidences only partial responsiveness to crisis, a long-term perspective alludes to a broader 
process of penetration of civil society.  
 
Far-right protest mobilisation in times of crisis 
 
The far right’s relationship to crisis is complex and often eludes easy rationalisation. In this 
article, we examine nativist collective action during a period marked by multiple crises. Our aim 
is to understand whether far-right protest mobilisation can be interpreted as a response to 
critical events and/or as a broader attempt at conquering civil society.  At least three crises 
disrupted European politics since the late 2000s: the Great Recession, the migration crisis, and 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Following previous periodisations (Kriesi 2020), we distinguish 
between phases of stability and instability. A series of vulnerabilities – from real-estate bubbles 
to limited financial regulation – led to the outbreak of the Great Recession, which reverberated 
across the globe and took a dramatic turn in the Eurozone. In this case, we unpack our 
timeframe of analysis and identify a ‘shock’ or ‘pre-crisis’ phase (until January 2010) and an 
‘Euro-crisis’ phase (between February 2010 and July 2015), during which European 
governments’ reactions ranged from the implementation of severe austerity measures to the 
adoption of bailout programmes. In the summer of 2015, unprecedented numbers of migrants 
and asylum seekers fleeing war-torn Middle East countries used the Western Balkan route to 
enter the European Union (EU). While certainly not a new phenomenon, arrivals from this route 
led to a humanitarian crisis of exceptional scale and to the politicisation of immigration even in 
Central and East European EU member states with net negative migration rates. The peak 
reached in the ‘long summer of migration’ unfolded amid widespread concerns about security 
and Islamist terrorism. We delimit this period of instability between August 2015 and March 
2016. The period between April 2016 and February 2020 was otherwise marked by relative 
stability. The crisis surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic (from March 2020 until the end of the 
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period covered by our data, in December 2021) led to extraordinary containment measures 
(e.g. lockdowns and restrictions of movement) and exposed the EU to common health 
management and financial challenges. The COVID-19 crisis is indeed a textbook example of 
how a specific type of crisis might bear several consequences – from the stability of social 
fabric to that of democratic regimes (e.g. Bohle and Eihmanis 2022).  
 
Against this backdrop, received wisdom has frequently linked periods of crisis to far-right 
inroads. While the far right might thrive in times of crisis, this phenomenon has much deeper 
roots (Mudde 2016). At least in electoral terms, their success cannot be solely or 
straightforwardly defined as a product of crisis. And yet, their prospects of success are in no 
small part defined by their ability to exploit crises to their advantage. As a result, the far right 
can either manufacture crisis – whether real or perceived – proactively (Moffitt 2015) or channel 
discontent and fear reactively, amid life-disrupting situations (Kerbo 1982). Movements of 
crisis like the far right have been elsewhere defined as those that ‘mobilise social groups that 
are experiencing or anticipating social and economic decline in the future. They make specific 
demands in the name of preserving traditional privileges or defending their threatened life 
chances’ (Kriesi 1995: 16). 
 
Our reference to crisis and movements is by no means coincidental. In recent years, we have 
witnessed the close succession of periods of stability and instability across Europe. On paper, 
this context provides an opportunity for the far right to transfer contention outside institutional 
channels, like social movements. On the one hand, the far right could exploit crises and 
mobilise in the protest arena to voice multiple grievances. Far-right protest mobilisation could 
be circumscribed to phases of heightened uncertainty and resonate with the notion that, 
indeed, protest occurs in waves. On the other hand, it is important to put far-right protest 
mobilisation in perspective. Essentially, the rise of far-right engagement in the protest arena – 
regardless of periods of stability or instability – might signal that nativist collective actors are 
consolidating their presence at the non-institutional level – that is, among civil society. This 
advancement can be interpreted as part of a long-term counterhegemonic project (Pirro 2024). 
In a Gramscian perspective, the far right’s mobilisation against ‘liberal’ and ‘progressive’ 
hegemony has a long gestation, and starts by conquering civil society before moving on to 
capture state institutions (Bohle, Greskovits, and Naczyk 2023; Greskovits 2020). This 
inevitably puts the accent on the non-institutional sphere of action and prompts us to turn our 
look to the protest arena.  
 
While previous studies have focused on the dynamics of protest in times of crisis (Kriesi, 
Lorenzini et al. 2020; Kriesi and Oana 2023), far-right social movements and nativist 
engagement in the protest arena have remained a marginal field of enquiry until very recently 
(cf. Castelli Gattinara, Froio, and Pirro 2022; Hellmeier and Vüllers 2022; Volk 2022; Volk and 
Weisskircher 2023). This neglect is the product of an – artificial, in our opinion – epistemological 
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divide that has attributed specific analytical lenses and methodological toolkits to social 
movements and political parties, due to their activity in different (protest vs. electoral) arenas 
(Rydgren 2007; Pirro 2019). It follows that the two fields of enquiry – i.e. studies on the far right 
and those on contentious politics – essentially proceeded in parallel, hardly fostering any 
interdisciplinary dialogue (for exceptions, see Minkenberg 2003; Castelli Gattinara and Pirro 
2019). In this sense, the very same fact that far-right parties often stem from the movement 
sector and engage in the protest arena has been scantly problematised; the French National 
Front, Greek Golden Dawn, the Sweden Democrats, or the Movement for a Better Hungary are 
all relevant cases in point (Pirro 2019; Castelli Gattinara and Pirro 2024). 
 
Considering the far right as a ‘collective actor’ (Minkenberg 2003), moreover, we conceive of 
this phenomenon as organisationally heterogeneous – from the more to the less organised, i.e. 
from parties to movements and groups – but part of a common metapolitical project (Griffin 
2000). As part of this reasoning, we contend that some of these collective actors might work in 
unison and thus share a common arena of action (i.e. the protest arena). Some others might 
subscribe to a partition of labour and operate in distinct arenas (i.e. the protest and electoral 
arenas), while sharing common political goals within a more or less coherent alliance 
structure. By engaging in the protest arena, far-right parties and movements might signal 
durable relations rather than contingent interactions (Diani and Mische 2015) and highlight 
forms of interdependence set to fulfil different functions – from the organisational to the 
symbolic (Diani 2003). Yet the far right’s presence on the ground also reverberates beyond the 
non-institutional level: it increases the prospects for electoral breakthrough and consolidation, 
possibly projecting the far right to positions of power. 
 
To be sure, our focus on contentious politics does not neglect that the same entrenchment of 
the far right in European politics might affect patterns of mobilisation in the protest arena. In 
more than a way, we consider the European context to be particularly prone to far-right inroads 
at the institutional level (e.g. Akkerman, de Lange, and Rooduijn 2016). Even countries 
traditionally refractory to far-right politics like Portugal and Spain have witnessed the 
breakthrough of successful nativist parties (Mendes and Dennison 2021). Another country like 
Germany saw the concomitant rise of the AfD in the electoral arena and PEGIDA in the protest 
arena (Weisskircher 2024). This is not to say that concepts like political or discursive 
opportunity structures (e.g. della Porta and Diani 2020) have lost their heuristic power in the 
assessment of movement-electoral interactions. We rather start from the premise that far-right 
politics have entered a new phase – a phase in which nativist ideas are part of the mainstream 
(Mudde 2019), and institutional and non-institutional actors and arenas have become 
permeable (Pirro 2023). As a result, mobilisation in the protest arena deserves attention in its 
own right. After gaining a foothold in representative institutions, the far right may leverage its 
movement origins and electoral performance to expand its influence on civil society. Indeed, 
the far right’s hold on civil society may be functional to manufacture consensus once in power. 
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Bringing together these different insights, we wish to address adaptive and transformative 
processes surrounding far-right protest mobilisation. On the one hand, the identification of a 
specific link between protest activity and the recent crises would support the notion of a 
contingent mode of contention in far-right street politics. This would mean that the far right is 
adapting to phases of uncertainty and instability. On the other hand, a steady mobilisation 
growth would signal an incremental pattern of mobilisation. This would suggest that the far right 
has engaged in protest activity, beyond specific stimuli. To delve deeper into the ‘if’ and ‘how’ 
of far-right engagement in the protest arena, and their implications in terms of adaptation rather 
than transformation, we consider the numerical, performative, thematic, and synergetic 
aspects of protest mobilisation. Some of these qualify as traditional characterisations of PEA 
(e.g. Kriesi 2020; Hunger and Lorenzini 2020; Gessler and Schulte-Cloos 2020; Pirro et al. 
2021), which help us understand the course of far-right contentious politics since the late 
2000s. 
 
With the numerical aspect, we wish to provide an overview of far-right movements and parties’ 
engagement at the non-institutional level, both in terms of frequency of protest and number of 
participants joining these events. Crises could be opportunities for nativist agents to affect 
existing mobilisation structures in moments of transition or significant change. If the far right is 
actually adapting to the recent crises, their protest rate and their mobilising capacity should 
peak around the periods of crisis outlined above. Should we note a steadier longitudinal trend 
in far-right protest mobilisation in our timeframe of analysis, we could then reconcile this 
phenomenon with a broader process of societal transformation.  
 
With the performative aspect, we consider the repertoire of action of far-right movements and 
parties in the protest arena. The interpretation of the far right as a ‘movement of crisis’ is based 
on its ‘hostile outbursts and collective violence’ (Kerbo 1982: 657). As a result, its protesting 
can take ‘quite violent forms from the start’ (Kriesi 1995: 17). Fringe anti-democratic 
movements frequently resorted to a radical repertoire of action in the 1990s (Koopmans 1996). 
Collective actors might also strategically subscribe to a ‘logic of damage’, getting involved in 
confrontational and violent activity to voice their grievances and attract public visibility (della 
Porta and Tarrow 1986) – especially so in times of crisis (Hunger and Lorenzini 2020). Steady 
levels of orderly protest activity would otherwise show the far right’s willingness to take to the 
streets, and do so continuously, avoiding the reputational costs associated with disruption and 
violence. Therefore, should our data reveal more radical responses to individual crises, we 
could then speak of a contingent reaction to changing circumstances. The prevalence of 
conventional repertoires of action would then show that far-right protest mobilisation is 
engaging in a long-term process of societal transformation.  
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With the thematic aspect, we focus on the potential alignment between far-right protest claims 
and the specific type of crisis unfolding. When mobilising at the street level, does the far right 
capitalise on its trademark nativist issues (e.g. immigration, multiculturalism, minority rights) 
or does it tap into specific, crisis-related grievances? Crises could be equated to ‘focusing 
events’ (Birkland 1998) able to give exposure to themes previously neglected by the political 
establishment, and thus tip the balance of contention in favour of protesting actors such as the 
far right. Considering recent protests across Europe, Hanspeter Kriesi and colleagues argued 
for a spillover between economic and political grievances after the outbreak of the Great 
Recession (Kriesi, Wang et al. 2020). Should we find far-right claims changing according to the 
type of crisis, we would regard protest mobilisation as part of an adaptive process by nativist 
collective actors. Should we derive thematic stability over time, we would consider this course 
part of the far right’s transformative role – in this sense, ‘prophetic’ (see Lucardie 2000) – and 
an effort to spread influence beyond institutional politics.  
 
Finally, with the synergetic aspect, we unpack the types of collective actors participating in 
contentious politics to understand whether the recent crises have offered prospects for 
cooperation between formal collective actors like political parties and looser organisations like 
social movements. Is the protest arena the exclusive domain of non-institutional actors? What 
is the partition of labour between movements and parties of the far right? Movements and 
parties might value the opportunity afforded by periods of crisis and team up in the protest 
arena; such choice would be consistent with a contingent pattern of mobilisation and be 
limited to phases of instability. At the same time, a steady increase in joint protest activity by 
movements and parties might signal an incremental mode of contention and thus the unfolding 
of a process of societal transformation orchestrated by the far right. 
 
Data and operationalisation 
 
In this article, we use a unique database of 4,440 far-right protest events taking place across 10 
European countries between 2008 and 2021. The data was collected within the framework of 
the FARPO project, and covers all protest events involving the participation of far-right 
collective actors, understood here as political parties and social movements engaging in any 
type of publicly visible extra-parliamentary activity.  
 
The period covered by our database allows us to account for contextual circumstances related 
to the Great Recession (February 2010-July 2015), the migration crisis (August 2015-March 
2016), and the COVID-19 pandemic (March 2020-December 2021), as well as periods of 
relative stability before and in between (see Table C1 in Appendix). The countries included in 
our database are Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, The Netherlands, Norway, Poland, 
Spain, and Sweden. The case selection was based on a threefold rationale: first, we selected 
countries in North-West, South, and Central-East Europe that were differently affected by the 



9 
 

crises; second, we sought to have variation in the overall occurrence of protest activity at the 
country level (i.e. beyond far-right mobilisation); 3  and third, we focused on contexts with 
different types of far-right collective actors with a propensity for grassroots mobilisation. 4 
Among these variations, our ambition is to identify trends in far-right protest mobilisation.  
 
Methodologically, the dataset relies on content analysis of media coverage of protest events 
involving far-right collective actors, which allowed us to quantify and characterise such pool of 
events (Hutter 2014). The data collection operations followed an ‘actor-centred approach’ 
(Pirro et al. 2021; Castelli Gattinara, Froio, and Pirro 2022): for each country, we used 
substantive case knowledge, secondary literature, and the input of national experts to build an 
extended list of relevant far-right collective actors over the observed period, including 
grassroots groups, social movements, and political parties. As a following step, we merged this 
list with a set of keywords defining ‘protest’ or ‘street activity’ in a broad sense (using 
translations to cope with linguistic differences across countries). We used this complex 
Boolean search string to extract articles that concurrently referred to protest actions and at 
least one of the far-right actors of interest from the digital archives of national newspaper 
databases. Finally, we extended the original list of actors through snowball sampling by running 
the initial semi-automated search on protest activities with the names of those additional far-
right actors that had come up during the first round of coding operations (see Appendix for 
further details on data collection and coding). 
 
We relied on this database to construct various empirical indicators following consolidated 
practice in PEA (Lorenzini et al. 2022).  In particular, we used information about the date in 
which the protest events occurred to define the monthly level of mobilisation (the number of 
events occurring over a month), and the number of attendees to determine the event size5 
(reported in aggregate numbers and average monthly number of participants per protest 
event). 6  Both indicators were weighed by the logarithm of population size to account for 

 
3 POLDEM data, which measures all protest events taking place in Europe over the period 2000-2015, shows an 
average of 7.8 monthly events across the 10 cases, ranging from a maximum of 17.5 monthly events in France to 
a minimum of 1.2 events in Norway (Kriesi, Wüest et al. 2020). 
4 Far-right political parties showed high propensity towards grassroots action in Spain, with approximately half (46 
per cent) of protest events being promoted by election-oriented actors, followed by Italy with 37 per cent. In 
contrast, the lowest rates were identified in Norway and France, where respectively 87 and 84 per cent of protest 
activity originated from social movements. 
5 The protest size was categorised into seven groups, and each category was later redefined to a numerical value 
at its midpoint. Specifically, the range of 2 to 15 persons was adjusted to 8 participants, 51-100 participants were 
recoded as 75, and the highest category (more than 10,000 persons) was recoded as 12,000 participants. 
6 Drawing data from mass media sources, we do not have information on the number of participants for at least 37 
per cent of the events. To avoid losing any cases due to lack of information, we imputed the number of participants 
following established standards in PEA (Lorenzini et al. 2022). Specifically, to each event without information on 
the participants, we attributed the median number of people who participated in an event with the same form of 
action in the same country. See the Appendix for additional details.  
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important differences in country sizes. 7  Moreover, we considered the repertoire of action 
deployed at protest events8, and used this information to build an indicator of radicalness9 of 
protest tapping into the performative aspect of collective action. As for the issue foci of 
protests, we recoded a selection of the 27 original categories designating the mobilisation 
claims or issues into a single item indicating whether the protest referred to any of the crisis-
related domains: economy, immigration/multiculturalism, and health/COVID-19.10 Finally, we 
looked at the type of actors participating in collective action to uncover cooperation among 
different types of organisations. Specifically, we distinguished between full-fledged political 
parties that systematically run for elections, and social movements and other groups that are 
mainly geared towards protest action, do not run for elections, or only do so occasionally.  
 
 
Assessing the linkage between far-right protest mobilisation and crisis 
 
The numerical aspect  
 
As a first step, we consider whether far-right protest mobilisation is linked to the recent crises. 
To address the numerical aspect of nativist collective action, we offer an overview of far-right 
engagement in the streets. We particularly look at the frequency of far-right protest 
mobilisation (Figure 1) and the number of people attending these events (Figure 2), displaying 
data by five-month running averages.11 In each graph, the timeline is divided into periods of 
stability (white shades) and instability (grey shades). 

 
7 Further details on the weighing choices applied in this analysis, including the use of a logarithmic scale based 
on country size, can be found in the Appendix and are complemented by Figure B1.1. 
8 We followed existing classifications (Hutter 2014) and recoded the 21 items into three categories: conventional 
actions such as demonstrative marches and rallies, vigils, and public assemblies (including non-authorised ones); 
confrontational actions ranging from roadblocks and occupations of buildings to the sabotage and interruption of 
public events; and violent actions such as threats, physical confrontation, and violence against property and 
people (Castelli Gattinara, Froio, and Pirro 2022). 
9 This item builds on the idea that the significance of a protest action is not solely contingent on its scale, but also 
on its newsworthiness and, thus, on its radical nature and originality (Rochon 1990).  Accordingly, Lorenzini et al. 
(2022) proposed an item which excluded conventional protest actions while summing up other forms of protest 
and weighing violent events twice as much as confrontational ones. Although the frequency and radicalness of 
protest are closely related (since both stem from the count of events), the share of violent actions varies 
considerably in our dataset, ranging from a minimum of 8 per cent in Spain, to a maximum of above 30 per cent in 
Sweden, and that of confrontational actions from 9 per cent in Germany to 27 per cent in The Netherlands. 
10 Specifically, we used the following items. For the Great Recession: Anti-elitism and corruption (e.g. elites, 
technocracy, bankers, intellectuals); Europe, European integration, and the EU (incl. the euro); Industry, energy, 
agriculture, and the environment; Monetary politics and the economy (incl. taxes and taxation); Banks; Welfare, 
retirement, and pensions; Youth; Education.  For the migration crisis: National identity and culture; Immigration 
and multiculturalism; Islam. For the COVID-19 pandemic: Healthcare; and a specific item for COVID-related 
events.  
11 Running averages are standard practice in studies based on PEA. Extant research shows that using five-month 
moving averages is the most meaningful way to pool protest event data, as it allows to standardise short-term 
variation without distorting descriptive and visual analyses (Lorenzini et al. 2022). 
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Figure 1. Monthly number of far-right protests in Europe, 2008-2021 (weighed, running 
averages) 

 

 
Regarding the number of far-right protest events in Europe, Figure 1 shows that grassroots 
mobilisation is marked by ebbs and flows, and by an overall increase over time. Protests in 
periods of stability averaged 8 per month, while we note an escalation in periods of instability: 
23 events per month during the Great Recession, 54 during the migration crisis, and 19 during 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Table C1 in Appendix). If the number of events oscillated consistently 
around 20 per month before 2014, the migration crisis did effectively prompt increased protest 
activity. The number of events peaked 70 per month in the second half of 2015 – following the 
so-called ‘long summer of migration’ – and then hovered between 30 and 40 per month the 
following year. This is however the cumulation of a protest wave that had already started the 
previous summer, which supports the idea that the far right was a proactive manufacturer of 
the crisis via the politicisation of migrant arrivals (e.g. Castelli Gattinara 2018). After March 
2020, the COVID-19 pandemic did not simply inhibit protest action by the far-right but 
accelerated a downward trend that had started in late 2018.12 Essentially, the rate of protest 
events increased both during periods of instability (short term) and, on average, throughout the 
period 2008-2021 (long term).13 
 

 
12 To further elaborate on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, we excluded the months following March 2020 
from the analysis, under the assumption that mobilisation might have been complicated by lockdown and other 
restrictive measures (see Figure B1.2 in Appendix). The main results were however consistent: while we note an 
increase in the number of protest events, we noted that far-right protest mobilisation had already declined before 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
13 Considering the set of countries included in our study, an upward trend in the rate of protest events is more 
pronounced in countries like Germany and Sweden, but actually negative in France (see Figure B1.3 in Appendix).  
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Participation in far-right protest events shows a clear upward trend, which holds beyond our 
weighing and imputation choices. 14  Figure 2 illustrates that in the year 2008, the overall 
participation in far-right protest events did not exceed 20,000 people; by 2021, it surpassed 
30,000. The average participation in single far-right protest events was below 500 people in 
2008, but above 1,000 in 2021. Specifically, we found an average of 778 participants per protest 
during the Great Recession, 293 during the migration crisis, and 1566 during the COVID-19 
pandemic (Table C1 in Appendix). The average participation in periods of instability is thus 
higher than in periods of stability. However, the migration crisis period is marked by several 
protest events with relatively low attendance, with only a few, occasional mass gatherings 
involving several thousand participants. Conversely, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
overall number of demonstrations decreased due to restrictions, but participation often 
reached unprecedented highs. During this period there were fewer but better attended protest 
events, although not all participants in the anti-mask or anti-vaccine mobilisations were 
necessarily far-right supporters. In this regard, it is worth noting that the significant increase in 
the number of participants to far-right sponsored events is confirmed also if we exclude all 
COVID-related protests (see Figure B2.3 in Appendix). 
 
Figure 2. Overall and average participation in far-right protests in Europe, 2008-2021 (weighed, 
running averages) 

 

 
Overall, the analysis of the numeric aspect confirms that far-right collective actors did in fact 
engage in street activity. However, the far right’s propensity for contentious politics lends itself 
to parallel interpretations. On the one hand, a short-term perspective shows that the far right 

 
14  As noted above, we applied rather restrictive standards by excluding large events from the weighing by 
population size, and attributed a value of 12,000 participants to all events coded as having ‘more than 10,000 
people’. See Figure B2.1 and B2.2 in Appendix. 
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has increased its protest rate and mobilising capacity in times of crisis. On the other, a long-
term perspective demonstrates that both the rate of protest events and their attendance have 
been, on aggregate, on the rise. While we note a longitudinal increase in far-right protest 
participation, the rate of these events indeed peaked during periods of instability. Therefore, a 
contingent engagement complements the incremental rise of far-right protest, instead of ruling 
it out. In this sense, our results point to adaptation embedded in a broader transformative 
process led by the far right.  
 
 
The performative aspect  
 
To address the performative aspect, we consider the repertoire of action of far-right movements 
and parties in the protest arena, and investigate whether the three crises instigated a 
radicalisation of their tactics. This part of the analysis proceeds in two steps: first, we describe 
the relative frequency of distinct forms of action in far-right protest mobilisation; second, we 
dig into the radicalness of protest action to assess whether protest events have become more 
confrontational and/or violent over time. In each graph, the timeline is divided into periods of 
stability (white shades) and instability (grey shades). 
 
We distinguish between conventional, confrontational, and violent activity. Figure 3 reports the 
relative incidence of each form of action over the total of monthly protest events during the 
period 2008-2021. We note that the far right has predominantly relied on conventional forms of 
action: approximately 60-70 per cent of their activities fall within this category, while the 
remaining share involves confrontational and violent tactics. In this regard, there is a 
discernible impact of the migration crisis, leading to an increase in violent protest between 
2015 and 2016. During this period, the frequency of violent activity outweighed the combined 
occurrence of violent and confrontational events throughout the remaining timeframe of 
analysis, which also coincided with a decrease in the relative frequency of conventional 
protest. This observation is further confirmed by Figure 4: the radicalness of far-right protest 
action did not substantially increase over time, but it rose to unparalleled levels during the 
migration crisis. 
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Figure 3. Forms of action in far-right protest mobilisation, 2008-2021 (monthly shares, running 
averages) 

 

 
Figure 4. Radicalness of far-right protest events, 2008-2021 (running averages) 

 

 
Overall, the analysis of far-right repertoires evidenced a case of ‘punctuated stability’. The 
migration crisis indeed prompted radicalisation: during this phase of instability, far-right protest 
mobilisation proved more confrontational and violent. This observation would lend credence 
to the circumscribed nature of disruptive activity (Kerbo 1982; Kriesi 1995) and essentially 
confirm that the far right is capable of adaptation to evolving circumstances. However, leaving 
aside the migration crisis, the share of violent protest events in periods of stability is not lower 
compared to periods of instability, just as radicalness in periods of stability is not much higher 
compared to periods of instability. We think that both the prevalence of conventional protest 
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and the relative stability of the far right’s repertoire of action point to a ‘normalisation of protest’, 
which is compatible with the entrenchment of far-right politics at the grassroots level and a 
broader process of societal transformation. 
 
 

The thematic aspect  
 
As a third step in our analysis, we look at the congruence between the claims made and issues 
addressed through far-right protests and specific, crisis-related grievances. To do so, we 
associated the Great Recession, the migration crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic with 
economic grievances, immigration and multiculturalism, and healthcare/COVID-related 
issues, respectively. By looking at the issue foci of far-right protest events, we considered the 
salience of the topics linked to each of the three crises. Figure 5 shows the issue foci of far-right 
protest mobilisation over time. In each graph, the timeline is divided into periods of stability 
(white shades) and instability (grey shades). We report this information both as the aggregate 
number of protest events and as monthly shares to control for variations in the level of 
mobilisation at different points in time.  
 
Figure 5. Issue foci of far-right protest mobilisation, 2008-2021 (running averages)  

 

 
Figure 5 indicates that each crisis elicited the attention of far-right collective actors around 
specific (i.e. crisis-related) issues, taking stock of pre-existing economic and cultural 
grievances.15 Nevertheless, themes related to immigration and multiculturalism consistently 

 
15 Additional support for this interpretation comes from the analysis of the variation in entropy scores, which 
measured the degree of dispersion across issues or the dissimilarity of far-right protests across topics. Figure B4.1 
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took the lion’s share in far-right protest mobilisation, with a predictable and notable peak during 
the migration crisis. The relevance of the issue is confirmed by its sustained mobilisation in 
subsequent years. Economic issues garnered variable attention but are especially linked to the 
initial phases of the Great Recession and the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic; this is 
evident in relation to concurrent decreases in the salience of immigration and multiculturalism. 
Interestingly, these issues appear to intersect with economic claims before and during the 
migration crisis, which hints at spillover mechanisms between different types of grievances 
(Kriesi, Wang et al. 2020).16 By contrast, issues related to COVID-19 and healthcare were largely 
absent from protest mobilisation until March 2020, when they surged to prominence and fully 
dominated the agenda. 
 
Overall, the analysis showed substantial continuity in the issue foci of far-right protest, but also 
contingent attention shifts in the face of specific crises. On the one hand, the far right has 
predominantly capitalised on its trademark nativist issues. Leaving aside the COVID-19 
pandemic, the attention distribution is essentially the same in periods of stability and 
instability. Among other things, this consistency is testimony to the far right’s ability to read the 
economy through nativist lenses and/or interpret immigration also as an economic issue 
(Mudde 2007). On the other hand, far-right collective actors have been able to integrate the 
specific stock of grievances associated with the three crises. Most notably, the prominence of 
healthcare and COVID-related aspects confirmed the far right’s ability to swiftly adapt to 
varying – even potentially unfavourable – circumstances and feed the fire of crisis. In sum, the 
evidence presented demonstrates a partial adaptive capacity amid the prominence of issues 
related to culture and ethnicity – elements that point to overall claim consistency and largely in 
line with expectations concerning a process of transformation.  
 
 
The synergetic aspect 
 
We finally consider whether the recent crises have offered opportunities for greater 
cooperation among different nativist collective actors, i.e. political parties and social 
movements. We first consider the (type of) collective actors that participated in protest events 
to understand whether the protest arena is still the chief preserve of non-institutional actors. 
In doing so, we also address the margins of cooperation across the movement–party divide, 
and thus the role of crisis in facilitating or hindering far-right collaboration. The top graph in 
Figure 6 displays the aggregate number of events involving only political parties, next to those 

 
in Appendix confirms that entropy varied substantially at the onset of each of the three crises, confirming the 
notion that these periods serve as catalysts and draw attention to specific issues. 
16 Although economic issues are frequently associated with the EU, this does not appear to be the case for protests 
linking migration to economic matters. Such protests seem to focus predominantly on domestic economic issues. 
Figure B4.3 in Appendix shows results including EU-related issues in the ‘Migration’ category, showing no 
significant differences from the data visualised in Figure 5. 
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involving only social movements, as well as events joined by both. The lower part of the graph 
shows the share of total protest actions featuring both movements and parties of the far right. 
In each graph, the timeline is divided into periods of stability (white shades) and instability (grey 
shades). 
 
Figure 6.  Type of collective actors in far-right protest mobilisation, 2008-2021 (running 
averages)  

 

 
During the period 2008-2021, we note that the protest arena could hardly be considered the 
exclusive domain of non-institutional actors: far-right parties geared towards institutional 
representation are also, and quite frequently, ‘in the streets’. Out of the 4,440 protest events 
included in our database, half involved exclusively social movements (51.2 per cent, or 2,273 
events); roughly a third involved only political parties (30.6 per cent, or 1,357 events); and the 
remaining 18.2 per cent (810 events) included both types of collective actors.17  Moreover, 
between 2008 and 2014, the patterns of protest mobilisation were strikingly similar for 
movements and parties, suggesting that institutional and non-institutional collective actors 
responded to similar factors and incentives, regardless of their propensity to contest elections. 
Even so, social movements were mostly responsible for the increased levels of far-right protest 
activism after the migration crisis, and their prominence in the protest arena continued in 
following years, only to slightly decrease at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Joint 
protest actions – i.e. involving both political parties and social movements – tended to be less 
frequent than those in which different types of collective actors participated separately. Yet, 

 
17  Differences are slightly bigger if we consider the type of collective that initiated protest (i.e. organiser or 
promoter) instead of simply participating in it. Social movements initiated about 56 per cent of protest events, 
political parties 30 per cent, and joint actions accounted for about 14 per cent of the total. See Figures B5.1 and 
B5.2 in Appendix.  
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cooperation has been on the rise: as reported in the lower graph of Figure 6, joint actions 
represented about 12 per cent of total far-right protest events at the outbreak of the Great 
Recession and averaged around 20 per cent by the end of the period under observations, with 
peaks of 25 per cent in early 2017 and even 40 per cent in 2021 – notably, at a time of 
intermittent protest mobilisation. 
 
Overall, our data shows that synergies between far-right parties and movements mirror long-
term, consistent transformations in the protest arena, rather than contingent ones associated 
with specific periods of crisis. In this regard, the protest arena is no longer the exclusive domain 
of non-institutional actors, as movements and parties took to the streets quite frequently, and 
increasingly so in collaboration with one another. Specifically, if the migration crisis 
represented a high point of far-right grassroots engagement, the increased cooperation among 
different types of collective actors was not necessarily a product of the crisis; it actually 
preceded its outbreak, confirming a structural tendency towards joint mobilisation between 
parties and movements of the far right.
 
 
Discussion and conclusions 
 
We started our article discussing the elusive relationship between the far right and crises. Far-
right collective actors have been variously considered proactive or reactive forces, and able to 
benefit from times of uncertainty and instability. Conversely, the notion that nativist collective 
actors are trying to penetrate society as part of a counterhegemonic project has not received 
due attention. In such case, a specific crisis might merely serve as background condition in a 
sustained effort by the far right to root itself in society. This process of societal transformation 
involves becoming increasingly embedded in non-institutional politics, conquering civil 
society, and seeking change from the ground up. Disentangling these dynamics begs short- and 
long-term perspectives on far-right mobilisation. 
 
Against this backdrop, we delved deeper into the linkage between far-right mobilisation in the 
protest arena and the three crises that shook European politics since the late 2000s: the Great 
Recession, the migration crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic. We took short-term as well as 
long-term perspectives to unravel the incidence of two processes. We essentially argued that 
contingent and circumscribed responses to these crises would entail an adaptive process by 
the far right. At the same time, we urged a reflection on broader longitudinal trends: steady and 
incremental modes of contention might also allude to a transformative process orchestrated 
by the far right. Making use of novel protest event data covering 10 European countries and the 
period 2008-2021, we approached the relationship between the far right and crisis tackling 
numerical, performative, thematic, and synergetic aspects of nativist contentious politics. 
Reflecting on these aspects, we could derive a number of conclusions. 
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First, far-right protest mobilisation has been on the rise since the late 2000s, both in terms of 
‘supply’ of non-institutional activities by far-right parties and movements, and in terms of 
‘demand’, as for the average number of people participating in these events. While the far right’s 
mobilisation rate peaked around the migration crisis, its protest activity has been, on aggregate, 
on a steady upward trend (at least) from 2008. Our data also showed that a similar trend held 
for participants to protest events sponsored by the far right. The sheer numerical aspect thus 
suggests that, alongside adaptation to one of the three crises, the far right has steadily 
increased its presence at the grassroots level – in line with a process of transformation. This 
observation clearly substantiates the value of adopting short- as well as long-term 
perspectives, and the opportunity to interpret far-right protest mobilisation as both adaptive 
and transformative. Second, despite an increase in confrontational and violent activity during 
the peak of the migration crisis, the radicalness of far-right street-level engagement did not 
change substantially across time. We defined this scenario in terms of punctuated stability. In 
this regard, the far right only partly qualified as a ‘movement of crisis’ (Kriesi 1995) and its 
protest mobilisation was only occasionally defined by hostile outbursts (Kerbo 1982). The far 
right’s tendency to predilect conventional activity across time and shy away from radical 
contention is certainly telling as far as the prospects for the sustainability and acceptability of 
its non-institutional politics are concerned. After the mainstreaming of nativist actors and 
ideas (Akkerman, de Lange, and Rooduijn 2016; Mudde 2019), we also note a normalisation of 
far-right protest. A long-term perspective would lend support to the unfolding of a process of 
societal transformation. Third, a thematic alignment between far-right claims and the different 
types of crises (i.e. economic, cultural, health) did only partly materialise. Leaving aside 
COVID-related mobilisations (sponsored by far-right movements and parties, but also joined 
by other actors), the grassroots activity of the far right has been dominated by nativist concerns 
like opposition to immigration and multiculturalism. Instead of simply adapting to the recent 
crises, the far right has given prominence to its trademark issues and proactively offered its own 
exclusionary prognosis throughout the period analysed. Fourth, between 2008 and 2021, we 
observed increased cooperation between far-right movements and parties. While far-right 
movements have generally engaged more in the protest arena around the migration crisis, joint 
grassroots activity among movements and parties has steadily increased over time, regardless 
of specific periods of instability. This demonstrates the type of synergies unfolding in far-right 
politics and the fact that protest mobilisation is no longer the sole preserve of less 
institutionalised actors, but also of those contesting elections and holding public office. 
Overall, both thematic and synergetic aspects would be consistent with a process of societal 
transformation. 
 
The evidence deployed in this article thus qualifies the advancements of nativist politics in 
recent times and better nuances the far right’s relationship to crisis through short-term and 
long-term perspectives. Instead of simply adapting to crisis, there are signs pointing to broader 
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changes instigated by the European far right and its increasingly successful attempt at 
penetrating civil society. Should this count as a stepping stone to the counterhegemonic 
project of the far right, the far right’s conquest of civil society might anticipate a phase of 
institutional capture, whereby the nativist and authoritarian agenda is elevated from the non-
institutional to the institutional level – a rehearsed dynamic in countries set on an illiberal 
trajectory.
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