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The Right-Wing Critique of Europe

The Right-Wing Critique of Europe analyses the opposition to the European
Union from a variety of right-wing organisations in Western, Central and
Eastern Europe.

In recent years, opposition to the processes of globalisation and the pro-
gramme of closer European integration, understood as a threat to the sover-
eignty of individual member states, has led to an intensification of Eurosceptic
sentiments on the Old Continent. The results of the European parliamen-
tary elections in 2014 and 2019, the Brexit referendum and electoral results
in different European countries are all testament to the considerable growth
of radical populist-nationalist and conservative-sovereignist movements and
parties. The common idea that binds these groups, both in Western Europe
and in Central and Eastern Europe, is a hostile attitude towards the idea of (an
ever-more integrated) united Europe. These parties reject not only the project
of building a European federation, but also the current model of the European
Union and the values underlying its attitudes. They are united by their criti-
cism of EU policies, in particular those concerning security, emigration, multi-
culturalism, gender equality and the rights of minorities, as well as economic
liberalism and the common currency. However, this criticism manifests itself
with varying degrees of intensity, and not all parties fit the classic definition of
Euroscepticism but instead represent its mild form, Eurorealism. The authors
bring together reflections on the organic and complex critique of the European
Union, its policies and cultural and ideological character. The book provides a
comparative analysis of this criticism at the transnational level.

This book will be of interest to researchers of European politics, the radical
right and Euroscepticism.

Joanna Sondel-Cedarmas is Associate Professor of Political Science at the
Jagiellonian University in Krakéw, Poland. Her research interests include
nationalism, fascism and the far right, as well as memory of totalitarianism
and authoritarianism.

Francesco Berti is Associate Professor of the History of Political Doctrines at
the University of Padova, Italy. Among other subjects, he has published on
nationalism and the Shoah.
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1 Against Europe or against Germany?

European integration and
Germanophobia in France,
Great Britain and Italy

Daniele Pasquinucci

Introduction

Euroscepticism is increasingly widespread throughout the European Union
(EU), although it appears with differing degrees of intensity from country
to country. Criticism of ‘Brussels’ — an inaccurate but telling eponym used
to indicate the EU — is backed by a rather wide range of arguments (which
are, in fact, frequently contradictory).! In particular, one point that has an
important (though of course not exclusive) place in Eurosceptic propaganda
is the idea that the European Union mainly serves the interests of Germany.
Nonetheless, today’s Eurosceptics can hardly claim authorship of that idea.
Germanophobic anti-Europeanism was actually born together with the first
European Communities. The Declaration of 9 May 1950 by the French
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Robert Schuman, triggered the process that
would lead to the birth of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC).
According to its critics, the fulfilment of the ECSC’s lofty pro-European
ideals hid the prosaic and dangerous restoration of Germany’s industrial and
military apparatus: it was the first step towards a ‘Germanised Europe’, a
perspective that revived the nightmare of the Third Reich’s domination over
the continent.

Germany’s Nazi past also poisoned the debate about the European Defence
Community (EDC). The invasion of South Korea by North Korean armed
forces in June 1950 seemed to confirm the worst fears about the aggressive
attitude of the Communist Bloc. The war in Asia made the hypothesis of a
Soviet attack on Western Europe plausible. As a result, the Americans asked
their European allies to reinforce their own military capabilities, allowing the
rearmament of West Germany. Predictably, France opposed this request but
Paris could not simply reject Washington’s plans and was forced to find an
alternative solution. This took shape in the Pleven Plan — named after the then
French prime minister. It involved creating a European army under the EDC,
which would include a German military contingent.? The fact that the EDC
was conceived precisely in order to avoid the rearmament of West Germany
did not prevent anti-Europeanists from emphasising the alleged link between
European integration and German remilitarisation — with the associated risk
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of the rehabilitation of officials with a Nazi past. The propaganda proved
impervious to facts.

After the 1950s, anti-Europeanism and Germanophobia continued to go
hand in hand. On closer inspection, it was the latter that justified the former.
Participation in the European Community (EC) actually led to objective eco-
nomic advantages for all the member states; the critical issue therefore became
the unequal distribution of those benefits. The structure given in the 1960s to
intra-Community trade and, in the following decade, the first plans for mon-
etary coordination would have favoured the establishment of the economic
predominance of the Federal Republic (FRG) to the detriment of other
member states in the Community. The fact that the EU was no longer the
vehicle for the revival of Prussian militarism was only partially consoling: by
means of economic integration the FRG was once again carving out a hege-
monic position for itself in Europe.

It is nonetheless true that this kind of anti-Europeanism (just like its many
other forms) did not manage to undermine the broad support that the EC
was receiving. The EC was seen as one of the pillars of the liberal Western
order capable of guaranteeing not only security and political stability but also
an unprecedented level of economic prosperity. Significantly, this perception
survived the uncertainty of the early 1970s, when the monetary upheavals
caused by the collapse of the Bretton Woods system and the energy crisis
sparked by the Arab-Israeli conflict of October 1973 led to a severe economic
recession. For many years after the end of the Trente glorieuses, the European
Community proved itself capable of protecting and growing the economies of
its member states. Even assuming that it existed, the ‘economic domination’ of
the FRG did not impoverish its partners in the Community. For this reason,
public opinion was never seriously swayed by the idea that the EC implied the
subordination of its member states to the interests of West Germany.

Changing perspectives. Eurosceptic Germanophobia

The early link between anti-Europeanism and Germanophobia and its ability
to withstand the test of time — a quality considerably independent of the
obvious successes of European integration — gives an important but never-
theless overlooked indication of the value of reversing the perspective used to
look at the two elements of this dyad. Aversion to Germany is for the most
part considered a key element of Euroscepticism. The events following the
economic crises of 2008 and 2011 would seem to confirm the validity of this
viewpoint. The insistence of the EU (and of Germany) on austerity, on tight
budgetary policies, on fiscal discipline, has been used to propose a narrative
of Europe as the ‘Fourth (German) Reich’: a sort of Gothic tale — as has been
claimed — of which ‘the disturbing return of pasts upon presents’ is a funda-
mental part.® It is precisely this use, or rather abuse, of the past (of History)
that urges the change in perspective mentioned earlier. Euroscepticism should
not be seen solely as a container of anti-German sentiment; it is, if anything, a



European integration and Germanophobia 13

vehicle useful for propagating an older and even more deeply rooted attitude.
Naturally, the second perspective is not alternative but rather complementary
to the first.

To analyse Eurosceptic Germanophobia (the order of terms is no acci-
dent) I have chosen three fields of inquiry: France, Italy and Great Britain. As
we shall see, in these countries aversion towards Germany is a long-standing
tradition. This historical legacy has contributed to making the experience
of those three countries in the EC/EU partially conditioned by the sense of
otherness with respect to the Federal Republic. In my opinion, this obser-
vation does not at all permit the conclusion that European integration ‘was
founded less on the goal of overcoming differences than on cementing them’.*
But it is nonetheless true that while the ‘Europhile’ attitude could go hand
in hand with fear of the Federal Republic, Germanophobia has always used
criticism of European integration to legitimise itself politically and culturally.

Contemporary political anti-Germanism began with the foundation of the
German State. In Great Britain, however, the view of Germany fluctuated
enormously, making it very difficult to see a linear development of antagon-
istic sentiment from 1871 to 1914.5 But after the unification of the German
territories, polemic references to Prussian militarism became frequent;
following the Great War of 1914-1918, they turned into actual prejudices. In
Britain, denunciation of Prussia made possible a tale of two Germanies: on
the one hand a state made up of sensible people such as writers, intellectuals,
musicians and ‘the millions of kindly men and women’; and on the other, ‘the
brutally aggressive [Prussian] military caste’.®

In TItaly, the unification of Germany provoked conflicting reactions.
Appreciative and vilifying judgments coexisted in the governing elite and the
intellectual milieu. Italy’s entry into the First World War inevitably provoked
a wave of anti-German hatred.’

With the Second World War, anti-Germanism jumped to the next level: this
happened with the drawing of a line of continuity between Prussianism and
Nazism.® The entire history of Germany, from 1871 on, could be represented
as a sort of preparation for the rise of Hitler. The Nazi regime was often
seen as a natural inclination in the Germans, the underlying premise for the
deployment of their insuppressibly aggressive attitude. A Gallup poll from
January 1947 revealed that 63% of the French believed that Germany would
soon return to being a belligerent state, keen to spark another war.? It was a
sort of anthropological stigma, but not surprising less than two years after
the end of the war.

But recent conflicts, those that from the Deutsche Einigung onwards divided
the two banks of the Rhine, only tell a part of the story. Recently, French
fear of the Germans has been traced back to the division of the Carolingian
empire'” — a perhaps excessive backdating that turns Germanophobia into a
kind of ontological fact, and as such extraneous to historical processes. It must
be said that this theory has been discussed with interest and has received some
favourable reviews.!! If, however, we abandon the hypothesis of an ancestral
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conflict, then we can consider the diplomatic crisis of 1840, the Rheinkrise that
divided France and the German Confederation, to be the origin of modern
French Germanophobia;'? or we could reiterate the importance of the events
post-1870 in spreading that sentiment,'* which should nonetheless be kept dis-
tinct from the cultural contempt that developed between the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, to which the Germans as individuals and not Germany —
which at the time was weak and divided — were subject.'* On the other hand,
the anti-Germanic stereotypes that arose before the birth of the German State
played an important role: they represented the cultural substratum on which
contemporary political Germanophobia was based.

This cultural substratum survived the defeat suffered by Nazi Germany in
1945. Its main vehicle of transmission became anti-Europeanism.

Misinterpreting historians

Eurosceptic Germanophobia was, and still is, conveyed by a variety of players
(politicians, intellectuals, the media). Before the Brexit referendum of June
2016, Boris Johnson declared that the EU had concretised the ambitions of
Adolf Hitler, who (like Napoleon) ‘tried [to unify Europe], and it ends tra-
gically. The EU is an attempt to do this by different methods’.!> Johnson’s
statement caused a certain degree of scandal. Once again, however, it was
not representative of anything new, especially not in Great Britain. In 1958,
commenting on the birth of the Common Market, Prime Minister Harold
Macmillan warned that ‘“Western Europe dominated in fact by Germany and
used as an instrument for the revival of power through economic means (...)
is really giving them on a plate what we fought two wars to prevent’.!® Thirty
years later, in her famous speech at the Collége d’Europe in Bruges, Margaret
Thatcher recalled the role played by her country in the freedom of the con-
tinent from Nazism: ‘Had it not been for their willingness to fight and die,
Europe would have been united long before now — but not in liberty, not in
justice’.!”

After the collapse of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, Thatcher launched
a ‘propaganda campaign against German reunification’.'® Obviously, the
Deutsche Wiedervereinigung was a source of worry for many European
governments — in particular the French. But while the French president
Francois Mitterrand and the other EC leaders (including Chancellor Helmut
Kohl) became convinced that the economic power of a reunified Germany
could be contained by accelerating the process of European integration,
Thatcher regarded that perspective as a chance naively offered to the FRG to
establish its supremacy. After all, according to her, this objective was written
into the Germans’ genetic code.' To find confirmation for her thesis, in March
1990 Thatcher put her foreign policy adviser Charles D. Powell in charge of
organising a Chequers seminar on Germany. Participating in that meeting were
academics and historians such as Hugh Trevor-Roper, Timothy Garton Ash,
Fritz Stern, Gordon Craig, George Urban and Norman Stone. Apparently,
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they did not do much to corroborate Thatcher’s prejudices about reunified
Germany. If anything, they suggested that the Prime Minister ‘be nice to the
Germans’.?® Powell drafted the seminar memorandum. How faithfully this
document reflected the discussion that took place in Chequers is a controver-
sial matter.?! It included a list of attributes that would have characterised the
Germans: ‘angst, aggressiveness, assertiveness, bullying, egotism, inferiority
complex, sentimentality (...) a capacity for excess (...) a tendency to over-
estimate their own strength and capabilities’.?> When Powell’s minutes were
leaked to the press, this — as wrote one of the seminar’s participants — obvi-
ously ‘made the headlines, whether in London, Paris, or Frankfurt’.?* After
all, that was what Thatcher wanted. For many readers of those headlines, the
question ‘Could the Germans be trusted?’* now had an obvious answer.

In the end, the ‘Chequers Affair’ can be considered an example of the
unscrupulousness with which politicians exploit intellectuals and their work
(in this case, historians and history).

Naturally, there is no dearth of examples of scholars with a proclivity for
legitimising the worst anti-German clichés without any encouragement from
a political authority. According to Luciano Canfora, a distinguished scholar
of the ancient world, philologist and columnist for the ‘Corriere della sera’
(the main Italian newspaper), the current European Union ‘is an enormous
German fiefdom (...) the unexpected fulfilment of the Fihrer’s dream’.?
According to the French scholar Emmanuel Todd, the EU is a hierarchical
system, with the southern countries relegated to the back, and France forced
to play second fiddle, while Germany occupies the position of central power
that dominates all the other member States.?

Manipulating history

One piece of information that emerges from what has been said thus far is a
certain repetitiveness of the themes that feed Germanophobic and Eurosceptic
views. The evoking of the Third Reich as a historical model for describing
the supposed new Teutonic order is an apparently irresistible refrain for
critics of the Federal Republic and the EU. This selective narrative isolates
and turns a particular chapter of Germany’s history into a paradigm, so
that Nazism becomes a telling feature of the ‘German character’, unchanged
by the post-war experience. The crassness of this argument should not lead
to hasty conclusions. The manipulation of history to feed Germanophobic
and Eurosceptic propaganda can take more subtle forms; as we shall see, the
portrayal of the EU as a ‘German racket designed to take over the whole
of Europe™ may be indirectly fostered by the prevailing interpretation of
national historical events.

From what has been said so far, it seems clear that history is the element
that connects an old sentiment with one more recently formed. This happens
because, for many of its critics, the European Union is an artificial, ahistor-
ical construct. It is to history, therefore, that an appeal is made to find the
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antidotes to that artificiality — which, in the end, would be nothing but a dem-
onstration of the irreplaceability of the nation state. The triumph over the
latter through European integration, Eurosceptics maintain, is desired by
the parti de I'étranger, as it has been called in France (or by the ‘enemies of
Italy’, nemici dell’Italia, as Italian sovereigntists have started to call their pro-
European countrymen). Parti de I'étranger was a phrase used in December
1978 by Jacques Chirac in his melodramatic Cochin Appeal to make cutting
remarks about the supposed ‘designs’ for European federalisation — proof of
which he believed was to be found in the imminent direct elections to the
European Parliament — and to warn that Europe must not be used to erase
France and take away its individual authority and influence in the world.?

In Chirac’s appeal there was an implicit callback to Charles de Gaulle’s
appeal to the French on 18 June 1940, to invite them to resist the occupier and
not cooperate. At the end of 1978, therefore, Chirac was claiming the right to
protect France from an imaginary external threat, establishing a direct polit-
ical filiation with the one who had defended the country’s liberty and inde-
pendence in the face of Hitler.? The analogy was highly controversial, but
had a limited impact: the Cochin Appeal was quickly forgotten.

Instead, the current anti-German hysteria® that is affecting a broad strata
of French Euroscepticism is the cause and at the same time the effect of actual
historical manipulations, designed to unveil the ‘scandalous’ genealogy (which
would have been deliberately hidden by academic historians®') of the post-war
European project. Most recently, one proof of this tendency is the extremely
controversial book by the French Europhobe Philippe de Villiers, J'ai tiré
sur les fils du mensonge et tout est venu.*® This book claims to demonstrate
Jean Monnet’s complete subservience to the Americans, Robert Schuman’s
ambiguous position on Vichy France, and Walter Hallstein’s Nazi sympathies
at the time of the Third Reich. These portraits (harshly refuted by a group of
academic historians in a letter published by Le Monde)** are used to present
European integration as a conspiracy promoted by (and for the benefit of)
powers outside France, to establish Berlin’s control over Europe.

In spite of their lofty ambitions, Eurosceptic Germanophobes have made
history their primary victim. The abuse of the work of historians poisons the
debate about the European Union. One example of this are some commen-
taries on an interesting book by Bernard Bruneteau, Les Collabos de I’ Europe
nouvelle.® The author reconstructs the complex journey of the French (and
Belgian) intellectuals who, from the 1930s onwards, supported the priori-
tisation of European unification, and ended up seeing the German takeover
of France and the continent as a chance to make this objective a reality. It
is impossible to summarise here the several, complex reasons that led those
intellectuals to collaborate with the Germans to construct a Europe unified
under Nazi rule. There is, however, nothing in the book to suggest that the
Nazi plans to dominate Europe were a source of inspiration for the process of
European integration that began in the 1950s. Nonetheless, some could not
resist the temptation to use Bruneteau’s research to propose an inappropriate
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analogy, namely to claim that the bases of Hitler’s Europe call to mind the
Single Market that came into effect in 1993 and the single currency ‘to which
thought was already being given in the (...) 1940s’.3

Several chapters of Italian history, interpreted in specious ways, have
supplied arguments to support the theory that the EU is a ‘German fiefdom’.
One example is the process of national unification that took place in 1861.
Italian federalist historiography — which has a respectable tradition —
considers the Risorgimento a model for understanding the development of
European integration. Scholars belonging to this school have identified an
update of the activity of the moderate party led by the Count of Cavour —
who pursued Italian unification by way of diplomatic agreements between
governments — in the inter-governmental approach to European integra-
tion. Conversely, the federalist movements striving for the foundation of the
United States of Europe via the mobilisation of citizens would be the heirs
of the democratic tradition of Giuseppe Mazzini, who conceived of Italian
unification as a revolutionary process promoted by the people. Paradoxically,
that historical analogy has more recently served to corroborate the accusation
of German supremacy in the EU. For example, in France Alain Cotta did
this in the context of a rather harsh judgment of the European Union and
the Economic and Monetary Union. On the eve of the French referendum
on the Maastricht Treaty of 20 September 1992, he wrote that the EU Treaty
signalled the Germanisation of Europe. It would, he opined, bring with it the
deindustrialisation of France and the EU, just the way the ‘Piedmontization’
(that is, the extension of Piedmont’s political and administrative system to
the entire peninsula) that took place in Italy after 1861 led to the deindus-
trialisation, impoverishment and social disintegration of southern Italy.?’
Cotta spoke of the ‘financial orthodoxy’ adopted by Cavour, of an alliance
between the latter and the foreign capital, and of the imposition of monetary
unification.?® In this way, he projected a vocabulary into the past that was
useful for explaining to the contemporary French population that the fate
awaiting them was similar to that of the inhabitants of Southern Italy: pov-
erty and backwardness in a Europe shaped by German interests. In that same
year, the French journalist and historian Max Gallo saw the strict budgetary
rules added to the EU Treaty at Berlin’s request as dealing a decisive blow
to Southern Italy: “The logic of uncontrolled liberalism will cause a collapse
of the South with everything that implies at a social, cultural, and judicial
level’.?

Interestingly, this interpretation of post-Maastricht European integra-
tion was welcomed by Italian Neo-Bourbon historiography. Its pseudo-sci-
entific objective is the re-evaluation of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies and
the subsequent condemnation of national unification. According to the Neo-
Bourbons, the building of the Italian State was a product of Masonic, anti-
Catholic design and would have led to the exploitation of Northern Italy to the
detriment of the Mezzogiorno. In this anti-unitarian revisionism, an increas-
ingly popular and media-driven phenomenon, it was not uncommon to find
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the main themes of anti-Europeanism, among them none other than the idea
that the EU is the design of an elite class (naturally a Masonic one), aimed
at de-Christianising the continent by way of the construction of a ‘common
space’ whose historical origin lies in the hegemonic will of the Third Reich.%
In this way, the counter-narrative of national unification intersects with the
counter-narrative of European integration, seen as a German conspiracy that
ultimately succeeded.

However, misguided interpretations or actual manipulations of national
history — or of parts of it — are not necessarily the only way through which
Germanophobia and Euroscepticism are merged. The construction of the
identity of a nation via a selective approach to its past may lead — sometimes
involuntarily — to the same outcome. Great Britain is a case in point. The his-
torian Oliver Daddow identified the source of the country’s Euroscepticism
in the modernist approach prevalent among British historians, which leads to
an ‘excessively reverential attitude’ towards the recent past. In particular, the
Second World War — a heroic epic of resistance to and eventual victory over
Nazism, as media and popular culture constantly remind the British public —
is presented as the defining experience for the consolidation of the national
conscience. Inherent in this narration is the transmission of the image of
Great Britain as a great global power, linked to the United States by a ‘spe-
cial relationship’. Europe, however, remains the hostile ‘other’. Obviously, this
‘other’ was often embodied by Germany, seen — both by political circles and
by Eurosceptic public opinion — as a rival to be confronted rather than as a
partner with whom to build a common European project.*!

Conclusion

At the beginning of the 1950s, the first iteration of the European Community
was disliked by those who feared the military and economic rebirth of the
Federal Republic of Germany. Current Euroscepticism often employs the
argument of an irrepressible German inclination to domination. The element
of continuity of Eurosceptic Germanophobia is represented by the idea that
European integration is the product of a plan aimed at stabilising German
supremacy on the Old Continent. What Hitler had not succeeded in doing
would be made possible by the founding fathers of the Community and their
descendants. This misguided interpretation cannot do without history — or
more precisely without a distorted use of it, a manipulation of the work of
historians, and a selective approach to the past. Through these practices, the
Nazi experience is de-historicised and turned into a kind of anthropological
fact about the German population. This paves the way to anti-Germanic and
Eurosceptic propaganda that has a specific goal and an unintended conse-
quence. The condemnation of ‘German Europe’ would reveal the naivety (or
the dishonesty) of those who gave up national sovereignty in the name of a
common European interest: in truth, the EU would only be serving German
interests. But paradoxically (and here is the unintended consequence) the
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stereotypes, simplifications, and actual falsehoods that feed Eurosceptic
Germanophobia risk delegitimising — or make less credible — even serious, jus-
tified criticisms of the European Union and of the crucial role that Germany
plays in EU institutions.
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