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ABSTRACT 

 June 23, 2016 will forever live on in history as not only the day the United Kingdom 

voted to sever its membership with the European Union, resulting in a global stock market crash 

as the pound fell to its lowest value in three decades and Prime Minister David Cameron 

resigned, but also the day the relatively undisruptive ethnocrats of both the UK and Europe 

began their swift and ever-ascending trajectory to political salience both regionally and 

internationally. Crossing the threshold from minority identitarian movements to an international 

pattern in the rise of populist politics, particularly in Western Europe, Brexit can be identified as 

the brink from which modern progressive liberalism may not return. The sustainability of the 

European project has been called into question, jeopardized by the rise of the alternative right. 

Through the thorough examination of the multifaceted provocations behind not only Brexit but 

its neighboring radical nationalist movements across the region, we can more wholly understand 

the underlying structures that are encouraging and sustaining this pivot to the Far Right, as well 

as identify what is sustaining this movement and its likelihood of continued spread and 

popularity in the electorate. The continuation of the European Union, the world’s largest 

economic bloc, could be threatened in its legitimacy as an international actor in economic, 

political, and cultural relations should nationalism continue to cultivate support on the continent. 
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By identifying the political salience of this movement, specifically how the media has enabled a 

dangerous construction of nationalist rhetoric to take hold in a climate of economic and political 

disenchantment, the influence of the 2007-2008 Financial Crisis and resulting austerity on 

European attitudes, and the recent refugee crisis’s impact on the rise of European populism, the 

real and present threat to the European project can then be more accurately assessed as a force 

with the power to inevitably dissolve the European Union.  
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 Other than Sweden, every EU member nation has been invaded, occupied, or ruled via 

authoritarians—not Britain. And while many have historically had or still maintain monarchies, 

EU members have constitutions—not Britain. Europeans also typically speak multiple 

languages—not always the case in Britain. It is in this regard that the United Kingdom has 

always seen itself as a nation like no other. Even when it was a member of the European Union, 

the UK never participated in the Eurozone, encouraging those who doubt the benefits of a 

borderless Europe, a political identification referred to as a Euroskeptic (MacShane, 2015). 

While London built much of its wealth and global position on the European project’s break-up of 

cartels and protectionist policies that took down barriers for competition, many are quick to 

profess the negatives of a single regional currency (MacShane, 2015). 

 Some portray the EU as a “giant capitalist conspiracy to impose a post-national, neo-

liberal world order,” and while Euroskeptic sentiments have long existed in British rhetoric, 
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especially in the Conservative Party, these sentiments have become more vocal, radical, and 

prejudice in recent years (MacShane, 2015). The UK Independence Party (UKIP) outperformed 

even Conservatives in 2014 European Parliamentary elections as it rocketed to prominence as an 

anti-elite, anti-immigration platform for reactions to the 2007-2008 Financial Crisis, an ever-

misleading media force, and the current refugee crisis from Syria and the Middle East 

(MacShane, 2015). But Britain is merely a small manifestation of what is happening all over 

Europe as a consequence of the past decade of economic woes and overwhelming immigration 

patterns. Brexit was the dramatic culmination of years’ worth of distrust and resentment via a 

pivot to nationalist, populist politics that are ethnocentric and identity-driven. The United 

Kingdom has been facing some internal tensions for some time, obvious in the referendum by 

Scotland to become sovereign, and Former Prime Minister David Cameron simply called for the 

Brexit referendum to appease party dissenters. A Euroskeptic himself but one who still believes 

in EU membership, Cameron mistakenly allowed hostile cabinets members to preserve anti-

European ideas that then climaxed unexpectedly, going to show how inaccurately judged these 

populist sentiments have been until now. Brexit was an example of a symbolic protest vote 

against the establishment that transcended the issue at hand of EU membership to instead 

demonstrate dissatisfaction with the status quo and the ignorance of the woes of the working 

class.  

The European Union is fundamental to Britain’s export market, hence the significance of 

leaving this community. Nine out of 10 banks in the British Bankers’ Association are foreign-

owned and over 300,000 Frenchmen live in London as financiers and bankers (MacShane, 2015). 

Britain does more trade with Ireland than all BRICs (Brazil, Russia, India, China) combined and 

half of all its trade relies on European trading relationships (MacShane, 2015). It makes very 
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little economic and political sense for this country to leave the largest regional trade bloc in the 

world. However, the recent identity crisis Britain is undergoing has set a dangerous precedent of 

acceptable behavior when something does not go your way. Typically, “Rules once agreed and 

voted upon cannot be changed to suit just one member of a club (MacShane, 2015). But Great 

Britain has never been one to bite its tongue.  

CONSTRUCTIVISM AS A FRAMEWORK FOR NATIONALISM  

 As a reference point for evaluating this cultural and political shift occurring in Europe, 

constructivism provides a framework for evaluating this radical phenomenon that specifically 

accounts for the grassroots and local level change driving it. Focusing on the “ideas, norms, and 

discourse in shaping outcomes,” constructivism rejects the argument that military force and 

economic resources are the sole determinants of political shifts and international interactions 

(Balaam & Dillman, 2014). Identity and culture create patterns of behavior for state actors and 

citizens. We can no longer naïvely make predictions based on calculations of reason or notions 

of rationality. When the United Kingdom leaves a coalition to the economic and political 

detriment of the country in favor of identitarian politics, cost-benefit analyses cannot be weighed 

with the same explanatory gravity they once had. Not all actors can be assumed as rational. 

Social factors, now more than ever, are asserting their causal power over structures of reality to 

enact change and make valid shifts in geopolitics.  

 Constructivism also provides an opportunity not offered by other perspectives regarding 

how non-state actors influence the behavior of states and markets (Balaam & Dillman, 2014). 

The rise of the Far Right media as both incredibly popular and incredibly influential has played a 

key role in the nationalist shift in Europe. Many of the mass media outlets in Britain, and 

Western Europe in general, are owned by foreigners without citizenship in that nation and no 
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flag to their name. With wide circulation and controversial sound bites, conservative media 

outlets are able to espouse radical minority opinions while creating the impression of majority-

held relevance. Consequently, constructivism is inherently the only method of interpretation that 

explains nationalist state and citizen behavior as individually-held beliefs permeate, resulting in 

the manipulation of actual state behavior. 

 What constructivism can explain far more accurately and consistently than either rational 

actor and economic models is how unpredictable and counterintuitive human behavior often is. 

Culture and attitude are malleable and fluid, and constructivism accounts for this ever-present 

potential for change in the status quo, however contrary to theory and principle. For example, 

many of those in Britain who voted to leave the European Union were ironically the most 

economically dependent and benefit the most from membership, as demonstrated in Figure 1.1 

below (Betts, 2016). Places in the UK like London and the southeast who poll as the most 

tolerant electorates are also those with the most immigrants and diverse populations, when so 

many are opposed to immigration yet it objectively creates the most inclusive of communities 

(Betts, 2016).  

A gap exists between the perception of the pros and cons of EU membership, between the 

value of migrants and asylum seekers coming to Europe, and between the virtues of globalization 

and reality. Overwhelming consensus exists that on aggregate, free trade, the movement of 

capital, and immigration benefit everyone but net benefit does still leave room for unequal 

distribution of these benefits (Betts, 2016). Globalization’s inequity manifested in the Brexit vote 

and in the rise of populist movements across the continent as those left behind by globalization 

react radically when their concerns go unacknowledged by the establishment political scene. 

Globalization can be a tool to build interdependence, cooperation, and peace when equitably 
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done, and it is this narrative that is too often overshadowed by the “language of fear” the Far 

Right is promoting (Betts, 2016).  

 

Figure 1.1 Those benefitting most from the economic dependence of EU membership voted 

most in favor of leaving  

THE RISE OF A PARTY AND THE MEDIA THRESHOLD 

 “The European Parliament, with its time-limited speeches, suits the demagogic rhetoric 

of the quick-fire speaker full of sound-bites and not the deliberative, thought-out speeches of 

traditional parliamentary oratory,” (MacShane, 2015). Former head of UKIP, Nigel Farage, and 

President of the United States, Donald Trump, are masters of such simple and straightforward 
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forms of communication that are broadcast for their shock-value and readily accepted by the 

populace through constant reinforcement and multiple outlets. How the media projects an idea 

and its values, especially a novel idea, is imperative to how the public perceives said new idea. 

But the rise of both the anti-EU, anti-immigrant, anti-Muslim, anti-elite propagandist media and 

extreme populist sentiments in Europe go hand-in-hand, as the media serves to repackage radical 

ideas to be palatable for a wider and younger audience. The Far Right in Europe has reached the 

media threshold of having self-promoting screen time and one-dimensional, uncomplicated 

sound bites that then exploit the viewer to accept whatever skewed story they are fed. Without 

the current state of journalism, the ascent of ethnically-delineated political affiliations and parties 

would certainly have not occurred with such speed and vigor. The rise of these viewpoints, 

referred to as ethnocracy, has been encapsulated via political parties that espouse the ideals of 

“an ideology, which holds that states should be inhabited exclusively by members of the native 

group and that nonnative elements are fundamentally threatening to the homogeneous nation-

state,” (Rooduijn, 2015). These groups are “nativist, authoritarian and populist,” as well as 

highly critical of European unification (Rooduijn, 2015).  

 Since the 1980s, European Far Right parties have quadrupled in Western Europe, as 

Figure 1.2 below indicates; the mean vote for Far Right political parties in Europe has increased 

dramatically over the past 30 years (Ellinas, 2010). What used to be a relatively moderate form 

of conservative values has recently evolved into an anti-democratic, xenophobic, racist, and 

intolerant political identity that is becoming increasingly more attractive as people seek refuge in 

collective forms of identity. But these ethnocratic policies that equate citizenship with ethnicity, 

virtue with the nation, and value in cultural homogeneity are creating hostile and discriminatory 

environments that increasingly frustrate the aims of the European Union as a unifying 
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transnational body of cooperation and inclusivity founded in modern liberalism. The Far Right is 

naturally a rather exclusive and stratifying end of the spectrum but the rise of this type of 

political party is of particular interest and can be visually described in the graphic below.  

 

Figure 1.2 Support for the Far Right has quadrupled in the past 30 years  

 Although there are several ways to measure the growth of a political party, including 

public demonstrations, parliamentary election results, or media coverage, it is imperative to 

understand the perception of the Far Right in Europe in proportion to its actual presence. It is 

here that the media is most significant, as it “crowns minor players with the perception of 

national political relevance,” and thus allows for the legitimization and normalization of these 

radical values (Ellinas, 2010). When political parties are small, it is typical for these parties to 

initially target niche electorates and focus on particularly relevant or current controversies as 
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their signature issues (Ellinas, 2010). By isolating themselves on a radical island, Far Right 

parties can thus differentiate themselves from the mainstream and begin to gain electoral 

prominence. Through media attention, these parties rise to relevance by usually moderating their 

views to be attractive to a larger demographic of the population. This slow climb is typical of 

new parties with limited resources but when we see extreme organizations founded by political 

veterans with almost unlimited coffers to supply the party with, there is no need to wait for an 

electoral breakthrough to take advantage of additional resources. The French National Front has 

been led by the same Le Pen dynasty since its establishment and the political capital available to 

the party is limitless.  

There is also no force limiting the scope of the message, as initial resources allow for 

media access. When so many of these media outlets are owned by wealthy foreigners looking for 

controversial and dramatic news to sell, the Far Right fits the bill. Subsequently, established 

political parties are struggling to maintain popularity and support in a world increasingly leaning 

to the right. By way of example, German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s Christian Democratic 

Union has seen its worst election returns in Berlin ever in the past year and some parties are even 

having to shift their moderate views to the right to remain competitive with these emerging Far 

Right threats.  

The modern Far Right movement in Europe has generally had unlimited resources and 

has not had to moderate itself—its extreme messages have simply become popular out of sheer 

shared values with those in the electorate, but also through constant reiteration by the media. 

Nationalist rhetoric is changing the social and political landscape of an entire continent, resulting 

in significantly higher rates of support for Far Right political parties. Reported voting intention 

and the percentage of votes won by nationalist parties is dramatic due in part to media coverage 
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and the normalization of these radical identity politics is only allowing for the festering of 

racially-motivated discrimination in both policy and practice in Europe (MacShane, 2015). 

Migration in Austria has represented a “natural catastrophe or as a highly alarming 

phenomenon,” with over-inflated media visibility granted to these formerly marginal parties 

(Ellinas, 2010). Validating extreme behavior that would otherwise be associated with 

authoritarianism, or Nazism in the case of Austria’s Freedom Party, by only reporting 

“sensational, simplified, personalized, controversial,” news, the media puts the public at risk of 

buying into dangerous and harmful ideas by giving the impression of a mass following and 

creating a false image of political importance (Ellinas, 2010).  

Furthermore, the outright falsification of news in both the United States and Europe has 

led to the wide circulation of particular mass media sources that deliberately misreport to 

promote a political propagandist agenda by whatever private interest owns that outlet. Flagship 

television and radio news have opted for displaying the most sellable story. When news 

transitions from functioning as an informative source of insight to entertainment, commentary 

clouds any chance for neutrality or educated dissent and reporting becomes a mere social 

invention (Ellinas, 2010). The perpetuation of fear when such news transitions make the 

populace vulnerable to the famous line by Republican strategist Lee Atwater that perception is 

reality. The facts may show that the increase in immigrants in Western Europe has not increased 

crime or poverty; but it would take only a glance at any newsstand to think otherwise (Ellinas, 

2010).  

THE NETHERLANDS AS A CASE STUDY  

 In a comprehensive study by Stijn van Kessel, the rise of the populist Freedom Party led 

by Geert Wilders is examined as a result of filling a void not answered by established parties and 
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engaging the electorate through dramatic rhetoric (van Kessel, 2011). Van Kessel is a political 

lecturer at Loughborough University in the Netherlands and has been pursuing research as a 

postdoctoral fellow of the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation for several years. His doctoral 

work focused particularly on populism and electoral habits in Europe, and he has authored 

multiple books, journal articles, and chapters on the topics of “populist radical right party 

discourse, party competition and elections, developments in European party systems, and related 

questions of democratic legitimacy,” (van Kessel, 2017).   

Van Kessel found in his research that as antagonism between ordinary people and the 

establishment continues to develop in a region, bringing up concerns about immigration and 

cultural integration, citizens find their unease going unrequited. Thus, the Freedom Party gained 

popularity in Austria by responding to the popular issues and making them a fundamental pillar 

of their party identity. This party filled a void.  

 Also central to van Kessel’s argument is how the accessibility of the electorate can 

empower the Far Right, in that “weak party partisan attachment is conducive to success of anti-

political establishment parties,” (van Kessel, 2011). In secular nations like the Netherlands where 

political lines are not necessarily drawn by religious affiliation, the electorate tends to be much 

more willing to change political parties (van Kessel, 2011). He points out that in an environment 

in which the establishment is seen as unresponsive to the electorate in regards to hot topics, 

political parties that then criticize the establishment are quick to gain favor; symbolism exists for 

the elector in aligning with an anti-establishment cause regardless of beliefs in that cause. And 

through post-election surveys from the research institute, Synovate, issues like the increase of 

ethnic minorities in the Netherlands have become more and more important to the voter (van 

Kessel, 2011).  
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 The agency of the populist party to capitalize on the dissatisfaction of the electorate then 

becomes important, as it takes a dominant leader to realize the popular issues of the day and 

capture those emotions (van Kessel, 2011). Geert Wilders, like many of the leaders of nationalist 

movements across the continent, is an outspoken media character who attracts attention easily, 

similar to Donald Trump in the United States who recently found electoral success. 

 Specifically what in the platform of the Freedom Party, though, has drawn followers? 

Wilders stresses the importance of protecting the Dutch against “Islamization,” a multifaceted 

issue Wilders claims to be damaging Dutch education, increasing insecurity on the streets, and 

compromising the rights of women (van Kessel, 2011). Wilders rails on the expensive social 

welfare program sponsored by the political left in the Netherlands, as well, and criticizes the 

“expensive hobbies” of the elite (van Kessel, 2011). These hot topics are quick to draw attention 

by their inherent extremism but then proceed to maintain support through their prejudices. 

While van Kessel admits this study cannot consider institutional factors as it did account 

for only one country, the political environment in the Netherlands is not exclusive to the Dutch 

and can cautiously be applied to similar regional phenomena (van Kessel, 2011). He also makes 

a point of demonstrating how a multitude of variables are responsible for the rise of Far Right 

parties, not a singular catalyst. A gap in research does exist in this area, in part due to its recent 

and unprecedented relevance, and should van Kessel continue to develop his argument, I think he 

would only find more compelling data and research to support his original thesis.   

 Since the Netherlands have seen such a diverse array of Far Right parties find triumph 

and failure within the past few decades, the Freedom Party being the clear and obvious success 

story, it can serve as an interesting case study to observe how a Far Right party gains and 

maintains relevance. Not every radical populism organization will gain traction; however, the 
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current nationalist political environment on the continent today certainly doesn’t hurt. This is 

where the future in research lies, though; finding what motivating factors contribute to the long-

term success of populist parties across a variety of nations and especially in a regional bloc.  

Van Kessel’s argument that the structure of secular, swayable party politics, the agency 

of a party to capitalize on a popular issue, and the strength of the party’s head all contribute to 

the success of the Freedom Party; while intuitive, his case study still serves a purpose in backing 

a current understood behavior with valid data (van Kessel, 2011). More expansive regional 

studies will have to be done to validate this data but van Kessel’s work certainly is of value to 

the progress of understanding the behavior of political movements, especially populism.  

 What van Kessel failed to account for in his analysis, however, was the powerful catalyst 

that is the media and its unique role in developing a political party and sharing that identity with 

its followers. While he does an excellent job in describing the development of a populist party, 

he fails to reference how that party gains and maintains relevance through sharing its message 

with the masses. The media currently has a monopoly on connecting a party to the public and 

therefore asserts an incredible authority over the trajectory of an organization and what it stands 

for, and this important analysis went undone.  

THE FINANCIAL CRISIS, AUSTERITY, AND SELF-DETERMINATION 

 In 2014, Greece had an adult unemployment rate of 27.8% when the rest of the Eurozone 

average held at 12% (Angouri & Wodak, 2014). The youth unemployment rate was at a record 

59% at its peak (Angouri & Wodak, 2014). On the brink of default, a fifth of Greeks at risk of 

poverty, double the suicides in the past six years, and a Eurozone in financial peril, the 2007-

2008 Financial Crisis and resulting austerity in several Eurozone nations fostered local-level 

tensions that are now fundamentally changing the social and political landscape of a continent. 
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Most notably, the manifestation of violent and radical populist parties like Greece’s Golden 

Dawn are giving a concerning face to this nationalism sweeping the continent (Angouri & 

Wodak, 2014). 

 When complex, global financial crises occur, the widespread harms make it difficult to 

pinpoint a single causal factor. Politicians and policymakers often have to solve both market-

based and macro level issues when they are not necessarily the authorities to do so. However, the 

arbitrary party at fault is what compels individuals to accuse the parties responsible, targeting 

“elitism” when there is nowhere else to point the finger. These strategies are especially 

capitalized on for social and political agendas that utilize simplified, blame-shifting techniques to 

galvanize support against a common enemy; forging not a “we” but a “them” perspective 

(Angouri & Wodak, 2014). 

 The austerity that Greece is still attempting to recover from has been repeatedly found to 

be a non-solution to their serious economic woes. When countries like the UK and Netherlands 

invest in fiscal stimulus, the most positive economic effects are felt (Fox, 2013). But that is not 

to say that the strain the Eurozone put on some of its member nations was not present. The 

United Kingdom has to devalue the pound, something it had not done since 1967, and the Royal 

Bank of Scotland, Britain’s biggest bank, was technically insolvent at the end of 2007 

(MacShane, 2015). However, such woes were miniscule relative to the hurt felt in nations like 

Greece, Portugal, Spain, and Italy who are still reeling from the crisis today. Euroskeptics took 

this as ammunition that had the UK been in the Eurozone as well as a member of the European 

Union, their situation would be even more dire and therefore any interaction with the project was 

fateful to Britons. “The British believe their hostility in a single currency has been confirmed by 

its recent troubles,” (MacShane, 2015). Even prices of essential goods and services like gas and 
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electricity went up with import inflation at the time without use of the euro, inequality and 

poverty have risen across the continent, and many countries have had to cut public service 

personnel, and reduce benefits. The Financial Crisis affected everyone but it was specifically in 

recovery that disparities in the EU were revealed.  

 Great Britain’s lack of autonomy over many of its economic policies have also provoked 

conversations about the European Union’s infringement on a nation’s sovereignty and self-

determination of its economic policies. Those in the Eurozone were not allowed to raise their 

debt ceilings as easily as Great Britain and therefore were forced to endure harsher austerity 

measures (MacShane, 2015). By enforcing a regional economic recovery policy of debtors and 

creditors rather than personalized solutions for fiscal stimulus, many EU member nations became 

resentful of their poor bargaining positions as Germany bailed out the most at-risk only to also 

set the rules of the game in the long-term. This increased economic regional hegemony that 

Germany now holds within the EU is what has in-part provoked anti-establishment opinions 

among those in situations of austerity. The more powerful members of the project, France and 

formerly Britain, in addition to Germany, have in the meantime felt taken advantage of as they 

pay into the EU without reaping the benefits. The internal hierarchal structure of this is 

inherently unequal in that it depends upon the buy-in of heavyweight nations to support the 

others but when a heavyweight decides to pull out, the entire project can be compromised.   

THE REFUGEE CRISIS AND ETHNOPLURALISM 

 “The success of populist parties appealing to a lost national identity has brought criticism 

out of the beer halls and Internet chat rooms and into mainstream politics,” (Kulish, 2011). While 

the up-and-coming alt right parties espousing their values in Europe are not necessarily 

advocating for violence, the climate of hate and aggressive political discourse encourages an 
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environment of violent and discriminatory individuals. The increase in migrants and displaced 

peoples coming to an unrestricted Eurozone has compelled already right-leaning political parties 

to apply their nationalist policies on real refugees to promote the ethnopluralism that has recently 

taken hold of this continent. This cultivation of forging identity upon ethnic lines and strictly 

excluding those who do not share that particular identity is what has led to the Far Right party 

present in Hungary, Jobbik. One that has developed a paramilitary force aimed to maintain order 

in areas with high Roma populations, Jobbik was founded in 2003 as a “blend of 

ultraconservativism…and anti-globalism at the core of its early agenda,” and is now the third 

most popular party in Hungary, having recently won its first individual constituency seat in 

parliament (Polyakova & Shekhovtsov, 2016).  

In addition to the fear permeating from recent European terrorist attacks and bombings in 

the name of Islam, even the most historically immigrant-friendly nations like Great Britain and 

Germany have seen rises in Islamophobia and increased pressures to close borders in wake of the 

largest migration since World War II (Porter, 2016). Conversations in the public sector have 

centered around “national identity,” culminating in such actions as the long-time secular 

government of France banning burqas in schools and burqinis on beaches (Kulish, 2011). Even 

the staunchest defenders of international cooperation and liberal policy like German Chancellor 

Angela Merkel are beginning to see a lost battle and/or are adapting to the more radical political 

stage.  

Specifically, when the European Union instituted its refugee quota for those in the 

Schengen system that allows for open borders, the EU faced strong resistance from Hungary, 

Slovakia, Poland, and the Czech Republic with Hungary going so far as to construct a border 

wall and many countries enacting border checkpoints (Polyakova & Shekhovtsov, 2016). 
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Germany has thus been left to accept the majority of refugees, causing intense tension especially 

in urban areas as 1.1 million refugees seek housing, health care, and employment (Polyakova & 

Shekhovtsov, 2016). The immigration quota also left a bad taste in many nations’ mouths, 

interpreted as the elites of Brussels overstepping their bounds by enforcing an immigration 

policy upon autonomous states.  

 Time and again, across the continent, the opening of borders demonstrates the class 

conflict of globalization, the “winners” being the liberal, Europhiliac elites and the “losers” 

being the rural white working class who feel threatened by immigration and international 

competition and therefore retreat into nativist umbrellas of protection that Far Right parties offer 

(Rooduijn, 2015). The quick modernization that much of the developed world has undergone in 

the past few decades has certainly manifested negatively in this region of the world. In France, 

the United Kingdom, and Denmark, the extreme nationalist parties have grown to become the 

largest in each country (Rooduijn, 2015). Various scholars have repeatedly show that populist 

radical right parties become more successful when the number of immigrants in a country 

increases, as well as when unemployment rises (Rooduijn, 2015). However, globalization’s 

capacity for spreading equity takes time to be felt and time is not a luxury the European Union 

currently has. 

CONCLUSION  

 Across the continent, populist radical right parties have been picking up electoral steam 

within the past several years, most notably the French National Front, the United Kingdom 

Independence Party, and Danish People’s Party who each won European Union parliamentary 

elections in 2014 (Polyakova & Shekhovtsov, 2016). Similarly, Austria’s Freedom Party doubled 

in support from 2006 to 2013 and Hungary’s Jobbik party became the second most popular party 
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in the nation (Polyakova & Shekhovtsov, 2016). Feeding off of Islamophobia gripping the 

region, as well as those left most vulnerable by the recent economic crisis, the media and Far 

Right parties have partnered to perpetuate a radical conservative agenda founded upon anti-

immigrant, nation-first, discriminatory positions that are manifesting in dangerous and violent 

ways. The European Union has been mired by a decade of near-zero growth, rising 

unemployment, high youth unemployment, and a protest movement that is only reaffirmed by 

the recent populist election results in the United States, and to cure this spreading sickness of 

prejudice, it will take much more than liberal political victories and a more responsive European 

Union.   

The European Commission and Council have no legal authority to start negotiations with 

states that want unilateral derogations from the original founding treaties of the EU, anyway 

(MacShane, 2015). A new treaty for all member nations would take years of negotiations in 

order to achieve the necessary ratification by referendum, only to end in unsatisfying and hasty 

compromise that would be unproductive and likely rejected by several nations. The turbulent 

years of negotiation would create rifts of divide between members counterproductive to the goal 

of reform. Great Britain found it to be easier for their national interest to leave the EU rather than 

work towards a solution that preserves modern progressive liberalism and continental unity. 

However, the UK cannot expect to just go it alone with closed borders and pro-Briton policies 

without facing many of the same consequences as the rest of the continent, especially when 

10,000 Britons receive unemployment benefits in Germany and London has already fallen victim 

to terrorist attacks (MacShane, 2015).  

Countries like Spain, France, and Italy continue protectionist agricultural policies that 

exclude their developing neighbors like Morocco, a country will five million peasant farmers in 
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need of a place to export their crops (MacShane, 2015). In 1994, King Hassan of Morocco 

pointed out the danger of these practices, stating, “But if Morocco cannot export tomatoes, in 10 

years’ time we will be exporting terrorists,” (MacShane, 2015). In 2004, this unfortunate 

prophecy came true as 200 died and thousands were injured in a Madrid railway bombing 

(MacShane, 2015). The European Union needs a fundamental, structural, and existential reform 

if it is to weather the storm of ethnocracy and expect to survive with all its members as a 

respected, legitimate, and effective international body, but this reform will simply not happen. 

As stated in an interview with former Belgian Prime Minister, Guy Verhofstadt, “There is a need 

for a general overhaul of the union, and to be conscious of the fact that this will lead us to 

catastrophe or disintegration of the union if we don’t,” the EU is at the brink of being a liberal 

success story or realist victim (McDonald-Gibson, 2017). To have a structure that allows for the 

casual wholescale opt-out of a regional institution by a strong power over internal identitarian 

politics reveals a serious flaw in a transnational body meant to serve the needs of its collective 

rather than kneel to the national interest of a single member.  

 Hungary’s Jobbik party has made EU membership referendum a campaign promise, as 

has the Netherland’s Freedom Party who just witnessed a narrow loss for their Nationalist 

candidate, Geert Wilders (Lyons & Darroch, 2016). This recent contribution to the European 

nationalist narrative only further demonstrates the unpredictability and volatility that exists in the 

new status quo. Wilders’ former likelihood of victory had created a fracture in the Netherlands 

for weeks in anticipation of a potentially discordant election result and while the Dutch did not 

go so far as to elect Wilders this time, the scars remain. The French National Front candidate, 

Marine Le Pen, has also stated the Brexit vote was the beginning of “a movement that can’t be 

stopped,” and will hold a referendum should she be elected in April (Lyons & Darroch, 2016). 
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Teresa May in Great Britain has promised a “hard Brexit” that will not ask for reconciliation 

with the EU as the UK rebuilds its trade deals, further validating to current members the viability 

of an EU exit (McDonald-Gibson, 2017). The unique economic difficulties the UK will face as it 

re-forges its trading relationships with the European bloc will also not likely be visible, and 

therefore will not serve as a lesson, to other rising nationalist parties before other members 

choose to leave the community. Even if these growing pains are noticeable, it is fair to posit that 

the reckless and emotional voting behavior of recent will continue to overwhelm rational 

decision-making. Without the EU being capable of making anything more than “cosmetic 

changes to existing EU treaties, laws, and practice,” individual countries’ internal political 

climates may dangerously affect the EU as the social, political, and economic community that 

has served as a model of peaceful cooperation and unification for decades (MacShane, 2015).   

 In the words of Le Monde editor, Jean-Marie Colombani, now is “just when we need a 

strong sense of nationhood to help integrate and absorb a new generation of immigrants, with 

different races and religions,” (Ellinas, 2010). Yet, Europe is showing just how antagonistic it is 

to the idea of further integration and the many contributing factors to this disharmony are not 

likely to vanish. Migrants and asylum seekers will continue to permeate the porous borders of the 

EU as civil wars rage on in the Middle East and Africa. The Eurozone’s austerity recoverees will 

continue to vocalize their alienation with their debt collectors. The media will continue its 

unchecked bastardization of journalism and force-feed the masses the fear-mongering sound 

bites they’ve grown so accustomed to. The Europeans are in an identity crisis that has almost 

certainly gone past the point of no return. Ethnic divides make European issues suddenly state 

issues, not continental issues and the wedges driving these neighbors apart call for desperately-

needed structural modifications that simply will not come. 
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In the words of Europe’s last standing relic of the age of modern liberalism, Chancellor 

Merkel, “Citizens will only accept the EU if it makes it possible for them to prosper,” and 

unfortunately, that prosperity has been called into question one referendum too many (Now 

what?, 2016).  
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