
  
  

 

 

 

  

Essay 

“Real Europe” 
Civilizationism 
and the Far Right 
in Eastern Europe 
by Mark Bassin 

rom its origins in the interwar period, the Euro-
pean far right has been powerfully attracted by 

a “Europeanist” or pan-Europeanist vision of su-
pra-national, continent-wide solidarity and unity.1 

Despite this interest in pan-Europeanism, however, there 
has never been anything resembling a consensus as to 
what, or indeed where Europe as such is supposed to be. 
Very much to the contrary, Europe has been conceived 
by the far right in a wide variety of diferent forms – as a 
geopolitical Grossraum, a cultural-historical civilization, 
or an identitarian “bio-culture” and ethno-race – and 
its geographical boundaries have been described in a 
correspondingly diverse array of spatial projections. And 
not only did the European imaginary evolve through 
changing historical periods, but there was a multiplicity 
of far-right Europes at any given time. In the present day, 
there are at least three separate civilizationist discourses 
on the far right: one focused on Western Europe, one on 
Eastern Europe, and one for Russia. While they share sig-
nifcant commonalities, especially the frst two, the three 
are essentially diferent and incompatible. Indeed, in a 
pioneering study of far right civilizationism in Europe, 

Rogers Brubaker not only confrms these diferences but 
concludes that the East European variant does not repre-
sent a genuine example of civilizationism at all.2 

The perennial appeal of pan-Europeanism exposes a 
wrinkle in our understanding of the European far 

right that has never been satisfactorily investigated. It is 
commonly assumed that far right ideology most funda-
mentally speaks to and refects nationalist sentiments 
– that nationalism, as one expert has succinctly put it, 
“is the master concept of the radical right.”3 But if this is 
true, then what are we to make of the supra-nationalist 
Europeanism just noted? The full scope of the problem 
comes into sharper focus if we examine the writings of 
neo-fascist Europeanists of the Cold War, ideologues 
such as Francis Parkey Yockey, Julius Evola or Jean Thir-
iart. Not only were they not “nationalist” in a standard 
sense, they were militantly anti-nationalist, trenchantly 
opposed to the continued existence of national commu-
nities and nation-states, which they argued should all 
be subsumed into a single greater-European political 
formation. Yockey memorably declared in 1949 that “The 
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nations are dead, for Europe is born.” while Thiriart 1981 
insisted that “the stupid and dangerous theory of nation-
alities … should give way to the principle of supranation-
alism (supranationalité).4 

This national-continental juxtaposition is still a part 
of the civilizationist Europeanism 

of the far right today, but now it takes 
on a new and more complicated twist. 
Rather than treating the juxtaposition 
as sort of zero-sum choice between 
two incommensurable and mutually 
exclusive alternatives, as did Yockey 
or Thiriart, today the supranational 
impulse cohabits peacefully with the 
traditional nationalist prioritization of 
the nation as a unique social commu-
nity and political entity. This cohabita-
tion, moreover, does not depend on the 
two somehow being kept separated in 
discrete afectional boxes in order to reduce the obvious 
ideological tension between them. To the contrary, they 
are actively confated and combined, and this combina-
tion generates a synergy that is constructive and positive. 
The present essay will explore the dynamics of this novel 
juxtaposition and synergy in the example of civilization-
ist discourse in Eastern Europe – what I will refer to as 
“Real Europe civilizationism” (REC). 

Real Europe and Its Others 
Civilizationism in Eastern Europe frames itself in terms 
of a well-established trope of the “two Europes” – one 
of them liberal, secular and progressive, the other 
traditionalist, pious and conservative.5 Liberal Europe 
is embodied in the political institutions, structures and 
dogmas of the EU. This Europe is seen as modernist 
and progressive, believes in the existence of universal 
values and norms, and pursues an interventionist agenda 
aimed at reshaping all Europeans in the image of what 
is disparagingly referred to as “homo Brusellicus.”6 This 
agenda, REC claims, puts Europe’s most valuable social 
institutions and political traditions under threat. The 
ethno-cultural integrity of European nations is being 
diluted by EU-mandated multi-culturalism, traditional 
gender and family roles are undermined by gay rights 
and same-sex marriage, and the political sovereignty 
of nation-states is threatened by the determination of 
Liberal Europe to enforce its hegemony across the entire 
continent. The ultimate goal is nothing less than the crea-

What is 
distinctive in 

the contemporary 
discourse of REC 
is the very specific 
way it projects the 
two Europes as 
geographical 
entities. 

tion of a faceless and homogenized superstate, as free as 
possible from national diferences.7 

The other Europe, by contrast, is the “Real” Europe, 
and represents the mirror opposite. It is a spiritualized 
community of values, a Schicksalsgemeinschaft that 
draws its inspiration from what it claims to be Europe’s 

genuine political, moral, and cultural 
traditions. This vision rests on three 
basic pillars: family, nation-state and 
Christianity.8 Family stands for tra-
ditional domestic hierarchies and 
received sexual identities and roles; 
nation-state signals the prioritization 
of the nation as an essentialized eth-
no-cultural community that has an invi-
olable right to political sovereignty and 
to defend its national interests; while 
Christianity provides a civilizational 
identity that unifes all of Europe’s di-
verse peoples and serves to distinguish 

them from all other faith-based civilizations. 

REC defnes itself in terms of a mortal struggle with 
two hostile “Others,” one internal and one exter-

nal. Internally, the struggle is against the hegemonic 
pretences of Liberal Europe just noted, in order to resist 
its attempts to create a hyper-federalized geopolitical 
Frankenstein that is “godless, freethinking, and gen-
der-bending.”9 Externally, REC is mobilized by a sense 
of mortal threat it faces from non-European migrants 
and asylum seekers, in particular those originating from 
Islamic countries. These apprehensions were funda-
mentally exacerbated by the immigration crisis of 2015, 
which served to sharpen perceptions of an active assault 
by immigrant populations that threatened to overrun 
Europe both demographically as well as culturally.10 

Viktor Orbán, the prime minister of Hungary and one of 
the leading proponents of REC, declared in that year that 
“Europe is under invasion,” and he warned perilously 
of “an unprecedented challenge which could crush and 
bury under itself the form of existence we have known 
up to now.”11 Immigrants bring with them administrative 
and demographic burdens, but it is above all what are de-
scribed as the civilizational values of Islam – extremism, 
terrorism, misogyny, and sharia law – that are perceived 
as alien to a Europe “rooted in Christianity”, threatening  
its culture and heritage.12 

There is nothing entirely new about these twin spec-
tres of liberalism and immigration, which have been 

https://heritage.12
https://culturally.10
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Map over the member countries in the Visegrád group. 

standard concerns for the identitarian radical right in Eu-
rope since the latter decades of the 20th century.13 What is 
distinctive in the contemporary discourse of REC is the 
very specifc way it projects the two Europes as geo-
graphical entities, framing them within a familiar model 
of a Europe split geographically between its western 
and eastern parts that goes back centuries. While one of 
the goals of the extension of EU membership to former 
Soviet block countries in 2004 was precisely to overcome 
and eliminate this cleavage, the discourse of Real-Europe 
brings it back to life in a reburnished form, and maps out 
the two alternative Europes within its spatial parame-
ters.14 Liberal Europe is identifed geographically with 
Western Europe, liberal secularism is “Western secular-
ism” that a “Western oligarchy” based in Brussels seeks 
to impose universally, and even its Eurocentrism is really 
”West-centrism”.15 By a subtle extension, this liberal 
Western Europe can then be confated with “the West” 
more generally, providing a direct connection back to 
the original Spenglerian prognostication about how the 
“West” – identifed in REC today as Western Europe – is 
in decline, “committing suicide,” and “dying”.16 Needless 
to say, REC removes itself from this downward trajec-

tory, for while it is self-evidently 
European, it is at the same time 
emphatically non-Western.17 

Locating Real Europe 
So where, exactly, is Real Eu-
rope? The answer is not entirely 
straightforward, complicated by 
the alternative valorizations of the 
toponymics in question. On the 
one hand, the logic of the east-
west contrast suggests that Real 
Europe is the “East European” 
counterpart to the Western Eu-
rope just described. The designa-
tion “Eastern Europe,” however, 
is fraught with historical associa-
tions of backwardness, provincial-
ism, and oppression that date back 
centuries but remain fresh from 
the experience of Soviet domina-
tion. Thus, rather than “Eastern 
Europe”, the Real Europe in ques-
tion is associated with the “Mit-
tleeuropa” or “Central Europe” 
toponym, which has a more distin-

guished resonance and – after the hiatus of Europe’s Cold 
War bifurcation – has come back into circulation, often 
rendered in English as “East Central Europe.”18 The focus 
here are the four countries – Hungary, Poland, Slovakia 
and the Czech Republic – that joined together in the 
early 1990s to form the Visegrád Group for the purpose 
of promoting their common interests. Since the mid-
2010s, all of these four nations have developed powerful 
conservative and radical-conservative movements that 
have reinvigorated an intraregional “normative consen-
sus” based on notions of Europeanness that “diverge 
from those espoused in Western Europe.”19 The populist 
far-right governments of Poland and Hungary are the 
principal drivers of this movement – the PiS politician 
Adam Andruszkiewicz declared in 2018 that “It is Poland 
and Hungary that are becoming Real Europe”20 – but it is 
the greater regional solidarity of the Visegrád four that 
gives rise to what has been referred variously to as a re-
vived – and conservative – “Central European Zeitgeist”21 

or, as Brussels might see it, a kind of “Central European 
awkward squad.”22 The discourse of REC, by and large, is 
generated within this group. 

The geographical association of liberal European 

https://non-Western.17
https://dying�.16
https://West-centrism�.15
https://century.13
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values with the countries of Western Europe is a sig-
nificant embellishment of the hostile juxtaposition to 
Real Europe, insofar as the image of a menacing Other 
is more effective and compelling when it is material-
ized and projected on the map as a distinct geographi-
cal entity.  And despite the taunts about the neo-Spen-
glerian decline that Western Europe is supposed to 
be undergoing, the latter is still seen to retain a vigor 
and hegemonic intent that pose a clear and present 
danger to the integrity of Real Europe to the east. The 
West-European powers that control 
the EU are accused of having sought 
to impose “foreign rule,” indeed even 
“Western colonialism” on its new 
member states in the east from the 
very moment of their accession, and 
this policy continues unabated. Such 
attempts to construct a “European 
empire” on the backs of the eastern 
countries are manifested today in the 
universal imposition by Brussels of 
liberal principles of multi-cultural-
ism and gender fluidity, principles 
that as we have seen violate Real Eu-
rope’s indigenous value system.23 And 
while it is appreciated that Western 
Europe faces its own same existential 
challenge from immigration and “Islamism,” one of 
the primary sources of the immigration problem – the 
2015 EU-wide quotas for accepting refugees – is seen 
as a Western policy engineered in Brussels for the ex-
press purpose of weakening Real Europe in the east. 

Insofar as the principal overland entry points for 
migrants and refugees seeking entry into Europe 

run along the EU’s south-eastern borders, Real Europe 
fnds itself on the unstable and dangerous frontline of 
this incursion.24 This positioning brings with it a spe-
cial danger, of course, but at the same time it provides a 
vital positive element of Real Europe imaginary, namely 
its self-assigned identity as the bearer of a mission or 
European salvation. Indeed, an awareness of this role is 
a driving impetus of Real Europe’s ethos. The savior/sal-
vation tropes that animate and inspire REC are entangled 
in an ideological matrix of considerable complexity, the 
nuances of which are vital for the purposes of this essay. 
Specifcally, they serve to reveal the peculiar confation of 
national and supra-national narratives in this particular 
Europeanist vision and exemplify how the traditional 

The West-
European 

powers that 
command the EU 
are accused of 
having sought to 
impose ‘foreign 
rule,’ indeed even 
‘Western coloni-
alism’ on its new 
member states. 

disjunction between these diferent identity levels is 
transformed into a harmonious correspondence that 
fosters a constructive synergy. 

A Christian Rampart 
The confation of narratives can be seen in regard to the 
identities at the center of the discourse. Who are the 
agents of salvation, or “saviors,” and who is the target 
to be saved?  It is out of these questions that the full 
complexity of REC emerges, for both of these identities 

are bifurcated between the national 
and the supranational. On the one 
hand, it is Real Europe as a collective 
entity, based on the political geogra-
phy of the Visegrád group that is seen 
to provide the critical leadership that 
can lead the continent as a whole back 
to the spirit of a genuinely European 
civilization. From this perspective, 
the Cold War legacy ceases to be a 
stigma and serves instead as a positive 
precedent, for the collective cultural 
and spiritual resistance to Soviet total-
itarianism ofered by the countries in 
question is taken as evidence of their 
moral righteousness and fortitude. 
Such virtuous qualities were never 

matched by the nations of the West, and the implica-
tion is that they can be re-mobilized for the purposes 
of leading the struggle against Europe’s enemies in the 
present day.25 The establishment of regional cooperation 
schemes, among them the organization of a intra-region-
al Visegrád police unit dedicated to the collective man-
agement of immigration and border controls, refects 
among other things a sense of regional responsibility for 
the greater European good.26 

Much more resonant, however, is the notion of an 
individual nation as an exemplar that can help 

restore the genuine moral and civilizational parameters 
for Europe as a whole. This narrative confates the sym-
bology of the “nation as saviour” with that of the “nation 
as martyr,” and is the more powerful for its familiarity, 
having long formed a part of the respective national my-
thologies of the countries in the region. It takes diferent 
forms, the most dominant being the image of the nation 
as an “Antemurale Christianitatis,” a “Christian rampart” 
or “bulwark” that stands as guardian of the true faith at 
the front lines of battle, charged with the holy mission 

https://incursion.24
https://system.23
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of defending the whole of European civilization against 
incursions of the infdel assailants.27 In Hungary, this 
national mythology has long provided a potent valori-
zation of the country’s difcult historical experience. In 
the 19th century, the ancient legacy of struggle against 
Tatar and Ottoman invasions was a central theme in the 
construction of national identity narratives. With the em-
bellishment of the 20th century experience of resistance 
to Bolshevism and “Asiatic” communism, this cultural 
memory is efectively re-mobilized by far right civiliza-
tionist discourses of the present day.28 A rather diferent 
“nation as holy savior” trope is the notion of Poland as 
the “Chrystus Narodów”, the “Christ of Nations,” whose 
political dismemberment through partition from the late 
18th century is represented as a holy national sacrifce 
that puts Poland in a position to lead the redemption of 
Christian civilization across Europe.29 The resonances 
across the centuries that are associated with this role are 
immediate and powerful. 

The same national-supranational dualism regarding 
the identity of the savior also characterizes the 

target of salvation.30 On the one hand, REC discourse 
operates on the level of national identity and identifes 
a particular national group as its primary concern. This 
national group is projected as a unique and sacred entity, 
a chosen people occupying a homeland made sacrosanct 
by God himself. In this connection, Christianity and 
Christian values, which as we have seen are an essential 
marker of European civilization in toto, are here na-
tionalized as “national Christianity” or a “Christian-na-
tional vision” and are promoted as exclusively national 
qualities.31 Christianity acts as “an ethno-nationalistic 
surrogate religion” that projects the respective nation as 
a chosen people, a sacred entity inhabiting a correspond-
ingly sacred space.32 In Hungary, Orbán identifes the 
national character of Christian culture as “the unifying 
force of the nation,” something that provides “the inner 
essence and meaning of the state” and has a vital role 
“in preserving nationhood.” The national-supranational 
ambivalence of this position is clear in his assertion that 
Hungary is European not because it is a geographical part 
of Europe but “because we are Christians”33 Correspond-
ingly, nationalist discourses of the populist leadership in 
Poland emphasize the centrality of the Christian faith as 
a feature of the country’s unique historical path and its 
self-understanding as a sovereign nation.34 The subject to 
be saved from all of today’s threats – to Christian belief, 
to traditional social roles, or to the integrity of essential-

ized nationhood – is by implication the mythologized 
Christian nation itself. 

But at the same time, REC is manifestly about the 
salvation of Europe as a whole, a point emphasized by 
the frequent references of the Polish and Hungarian 
governments to “saving Europe” from itself.35 One of the 
more demonstrative undertakings in this regard was the 
decision of the Hungarian government in 2015 to defend 
Europe against the immigrant threat by erecting a border 
“wall” or barrier fence along country’s southern border 
in 2015. This was a potent contemporary re-enactment 
of the ancient mission to protect Europe against invaders 
from the east that are civilizationally and culturally alien 
– and was necessary in the present day in order, as Orbán 
put it, “to preserve Europe’s Christian values.”36 While 
the internal threats to European civilization cannot be 
repulsed in a similar fashion by a physical barrier, the 
discourse around REC fnds other ways to preserve its 
identity as a defensive bastion. Krzysztof Szczerski, Chief 
of Staf to the Polish president Andrzej Duda and a key 
policy architect for the PiS party, expressed a general 
sentiment of his political cohort in his anticipation that 
that expatriate Poles living across the EU could have 
the efect of re-evangelising Europe and bringing it 
back to Christianity.37 In 2017 the head of the party Lech 
Kaczynński described a Pole as “someone who points 
the way for today’s sick Europe toward recovery, the 
way toward fundamental values…[and] true liberty, the 
way toward victory and strengthening of our civilization 
based on Christianity.”38 

As it is deployed in contemporary civilizationist 
discourse about Real Europe, therefore, the ram-

parts trope operates in a highly complex variety of ways. 
Its proponents on the far right present themselves “as 
working … to defend their national ‘peoples’ from a series 
of bad [European] elites and ‘dangerous [immigrant] 
Others’ threatening them at national level,” while at the 
same time “doing so to defend a European ‘people’ from 
[the very same] elites and ‘dangerous others’ at the conti-
nental level.”39 

Sleeping with the Enemy 
Why is it that far-right populist leaders promote a 
discourse in which the appeal to traditional national-
ist attachments is complicated by setting it alongside a 
structurally similar appeal for allegiance to a suprana-
tional entity? While there are certainly various factors at 
play, I would suggest that one of the more salient relates 

https://Christianity.37
https://itself.35
https://nation.34
https://space.32
https://qualities.31
https://salvation.30
https://Europe.29
https://assailants.27
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Identitarians in Scotland in 2019. Brexit became a litmus test for the solidarity 

between the far-right parties across Europe. 

tion of their political survival” seems 
entirely logical.42 

But it is not only the electorate in 
Eastern Europe that today discovers 
its inner appreciation for the EU. As 
the political parties of the far right 
have become increasingly popular and 
infuential domestically, their posi-
tion within the European Parliament 
has been correspondingly enhanced 
– much augmented by the increasing 
sophistication of their trans-national 
connections and cooperation.43 And 
as they become more powerful in the 
parliamentary framework of Euro-
pean political organization, the latter 
becomes more useful for them, to the 

to the particular constellation of political attachments 
and sentiments that are embraced by electorates and 
leaders alike in the region in the present day. Despite 
the perennial and undeniably strong appeal of nation-
alism and the sovereigntist defence of the nation-state, 
it is nonetheless a fact that many of the structures and 
operations of the EU remain extremely popular in the 
region. The electorate, it turns out, highly appreciates the 
privileges and freedoms – to say nothing of the funding – 
that membership provides. 

An indicative case in point is the guarantee of free 
movement within the Schengen scheme. This 

arrangement enjoys such wide-spread support that its 
defence was used prominently to justify the erection of 
a fence along Hungary’s southern border. Along with 
his call to block the in-fow of migrants in order to save 
Christianity, Orbán also emphasized the more practical 
intention to “save Schengen” and preserve “free move-
ment inside the European Union.” Leaders of other East 
European countries echoed the point. 40 Polling consist-
ently shows popular support for EU membership in East-
ern Europe to be among the highest in the Union, with 
approval levels measured in late 2019 at 84% for Poland, 
70% for Slovakia, and 67% for Hungary.41 Given this par-
ticular constellation of political sentiment, Kazharski’s 
conclusion that the political leaders in Eastern Europe 
– despite their principled denunciations of a Godless 
and gender-bending oligarchy in Brussels – still “remain 
locked into European supranationalism” as a “precondi-

extent that the political elites – rather 
like their voters – increasingly recog-

nize their own stake in being a part of it. 
The great litmus test came in 2016, with the UK 

referendum on EU membership. In this exercise, the 
far-right parties in Eastern Europe might have been 
expected to demonstrate their solidarity with the 
cultural nationalism and nation-state sovereignism of 
their sister parties in Britain: UKIP and the BNP. In the 
event, however, they opted instead for EU solidarity, and 
indeed did so in emphatic terms. “Brexit is obviously 
a very bad event,” judged Jarosław Kaczyn ́ski, and he 
assured his compatriots that whatever the outcome 
of the poll in the UK, “Poland’s place is in the EU.” For 
its part, the Hungarian government went so far as to 
publish a page-long advertisement in the conservative 
London newspaper The Daily Mail urging the Brits to 
vote remain, and ofered what it apparently imagined to 
be a reassuring message that “Hungary is proud to stand 
with you as member of the European Union.”44 Since 
the catharsis of the Brexit victory, the far right parties 
have taken care to tighten up their terminology in order 
to distance themselves from it, rebranding their own 
“Eurosceptism” as “EuroRealism” and explicitly disa-
vowing the secessionist “Eurorejectism” opted for by the 
British electorate.45 The Polish Prime Minister Mateusz 
Morawiecki subsequently described the EU in strikingly 
generous terms as “a great success,” and both Hungary 
and Poland have given their support to precisely those 
EU-wide policies – notably the creation of a European 
Army – that had galvanized such widespread opposition 
to Europe in the UK.46 

https://electorate.45
https://Hungary.41
https://cooperation.43
https://logical.42
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Conclusion 
The civilizationist narrative of a Real Europe in East-
ern Europe can be seen at least in part as an ideological 
response to the various countervailing tendencies and 
pressures identifed in this essay. Efectively, it refects 
the intricate dialectic between rejection and appropri-
ation of the European project, a dynamic that has been 
in gestation really since the accession of the Visegrád 
countries in mid-2004 and comes now to fruition in 
the ideological form of REC. The point is not to reject, 
dismantle, or secede from the EU but rather to redesign 
it from the bottom up, remodel its basic principles and 
restructure key aspects of its operations. All of this is to 
be accomplished from within the EU itself, by genuine 
Europeans committed to the principle of European uni-
ty.47 Here, for both Orbán and Kaczyński, are real fruits 
of Brexit. They are neither the actual destruction of the 
EU nor the enhanced legitimation of popular opposition 
to membership in it, but rather precisely the opposite: 
the creation of “a fantastic opportunity” and “historical 
cultural moment” for them to embark on a “cultural 
counter-revolution”. The goal is to overhaul both the 
EU’s underlying philosophy as well as its modus oper-
andi, in the spirit of the same illiberalism that inspires 
their domestic political programs.48 Their own particular 
projection of REC described in this essay is thus an at-
tempt to incorporate and combine the disparate impulses 
that drive the political world in which they operate, in 
which the clear support for nation-state-based identities 
and interests sits awkwardly alongside a similarly clear 
commitment to a supranational formation, legitimated 
and indeed consecrated in the form of a traditionalist and 
values-based civilization. ● 
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