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We have not successfully rolled back the frontiers of the state in Britain, only to see 

them re-imposed at a European level with a European super-state exercising a new 

dominance from Brussels.  

 

– Margaret Thatcher, 19881 

 

 

Since the advent of the European debt crisis in 2009, it has become common to hear 

descriptions of the European Union as a neoliberal machine hardwired to enforce austerity and 

to block projects of redistribution or solidarity. Credit for inspiring neoliberal Europe has often 

been given to the British-Austrian economist F. A. Hayek, whose writings from the 1930s have 

been described as blueprints for the EU.2 One historian places him among “the founding 

fathers of the new era” despite the absence of any connection between Hayek and the treaties 

of European integration.3 Bearing more evidence are those who point to the role of German 

ordoliberals in helping shape European competition policy and push for the “four freedoms” of 
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goods, capital, labor, and services as an axis for the union.4 With Germany’s finance ministry 

and Bundesbank playing key roles in the scrum of the Eurozone crisis, especially in the all-

important case of Greece, it became routine to see Europe as “Germany’s iron cage,” as one 

article dubbed it.5 

Such descriptions have migrated to the mainstream. “Those who say the European 

Union is a neoliberal plot,” observed the Wall Street Journal in October 2017, “are, of course, 

largely right. Any single market that allows free movement of capital and people by its very 

nature pits country against country, region against region and town against town in a 

competition to attract investment and productive people.”6 Leaving aside the reality of the 

national and international redistribution mechanisms of the welfare state as well as the EU’s 

structural and regional funds so disliked by neoliberals, the statement expresses a logical 

fallacy. To say that the EU has been neoliberal in its outcome does not imply ipso facto that 

neoliberal actors were responsible for its genesis. Scholars have rightly emphasized the need 

to distinguish between the use of the category of neoliberalism as a description of a historical 

period or variety of capitalism, on the one hand, and an organized intellectual and political 
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movement rooted in the Mont Pèlerin Society, on the other.7 Failure to keep the levels of 

analysis distinct can lead to empirical confusion, at best, and conspiratorial thinking at worst. 

The problems with a straightforward compound of “neoliberal Europe” became starkly 

evident with the success of the “leave” vote in the Brexit referendum in 2016. If the EU was 

neoliberal, were those who called to abandon it the opponents of neoliberalism? A widely-

circulated photo showed the two victors of 2016, Donald Trump and UKIP leader Nigel Farage, 

smiling in front of the golden elevator of Trump Tower. This was an unlikely vanguard for 

neoliberalism’s opposition. Yet by adopting an explanatory framework associating 

neoliberalism with supranational organizations like the EU, NAFTA, and the WTO against the 

so-called populism of its right-wing opponents, many observers had painted themselves into a 

corner. If the EU was indeed the “neoliberalism express,” as one scholar dubbed it, then to 

disembark was by definition a gesture of refusal against neoliberalism.8 Anti-European 

neoliberalism had no interpretive home. 

This chapter offers an exit from the explanatory impasse by way of an overlooked fact. 

Notwithstanding the many descriptions of the EU as a neoliberal plot, the intellectuals, think 

tankers and policy entrepreneurs organized in the actual existing neoliberal movement since 

the early 1990s have more often been the EU’s critics than its champions. While the Left has 

seen the EU as an austerity machine, the most engaged neoliberals have seen it as a 

framework for socialist expansion. Threatened by what they saw as the leftward tilt of Jacques 
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Delors as European Commission president in the early 1990s, neoliberals formed Eurosceptic 

think tanks, including The Bruges Group (1989), the European Constitutional Group (1992), and 

the Center for the New Europe (1993). To oppose expanding European environmental and 

climate policies, they also organized the European Science and Environment Forum (1994).  

Even as they kept a sharp eye on left-leaning “federalism,” most Eurosceptic 

neoliberals in the early 1990s maintained faith that European institutions could be reformed to 

serve their vision of free trade, total mobility of capital and services and, ideally, competing 

currencies. A change emerged in the years after the Maastricht Treaty (1992) and the move to 

the introduction of the Euro in 1999. While some Eurosceptic neoliberals retained hope for a 

reformed union, others began forging alliances with cultural nationalist parties. In the process, 

their opposition to Europe became more absolute, culminating in calls like the Brexit campaign 

for secession from both the European Monetary Union and the EU itself.  

While laboring on the political margins for much of the 1990s and the early 2000s, 

Eurosceptic neoliberals experienced a breakthrough following the backlash against first, the 

European “rescue operations” of the debt crisis after 2009, and second, the relatively 

hospitable response of mainstream parties to the arrival of over one million refugees to Central 

Europe in 2015. Building on alliances with anti-immigrant politicians and political blocs, 

Eurosceptic neoliberals have given political form to a novel hybrid of libertarianism and anti-

migrant xenophobia. Prime examples are the Alternative for Germany party (AfD) and the 

Austrian Freedom Party. At the European level, the New Right Eurosceptic parties have 

created the European Alliance of Conservatives and Reformers (2009) with its affiliated 

European party foundation and think tank, New Direction (2010). 
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The neoliberal roots of many of Europe’s right-wing parties have barely been explored.9 

The backlash literature about Euroscepticism has largely focused on the national frame. Yet 

right-wing populism cannot be explained only as a nationalist category. The formation of a 

new European Right relies paradoxically on a post-national politics, which swears by the 

national state while forging ahead with economic globalization. Public debate consistently 

overlooks the neoliberal, post-national and transnational dimensions of the nationalist right. 

Understanding the rightward shift in domestic politics in Europe requires attention to the 

activity of right-wing parties at the European level. The most obvious amalgam of nationalist 

and neoliberal perspectives in a contemporary right wing “populist” party is the AfD, formed in 

2013 in protest against the official German conduct in the Eurozone crisis. AfD leaders voice 

concerns about European integration and trade policies that are considered harmful to 

German interests and about restrictions against freedom of ownership resulting from social 

and environmental regulation. Rather than dismissing neoliberal economic policies altogether, 

the AfD recommends carrying them out at the nation-state level without the cumbersome 

need for coordination and compromise with partners in the EU. To make sense of the 

resurgent phenomenon of the far right in European politics, we must track such continuities 

over time and avoid misleading dichotomies that pit neoliberal globalism—and neoliberal 
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Europeanism—against an atavistic national populism. The closed-borders libertarianism of 

nationalist neoliberals like the AfD is not a rejection of globalism but is a variety of it. 

 

The Bruges Group: The Origins of the Neoliberal Eurosceptics 

 

The European integration of the 1990s shattered the relatively pro-Europe position 

held by neoliberals in the 1980s. Before that time, insofar as national sovereignty was infringed 

on, it appeared to be more often in the causes favored by neoliberals themselves. Beyond the 

well-known case of competition law, the laudatory moves in the eyes of neoliberals included 

the liberalization of internal capital movements and the expansion of majority decisions in the 

European Council when the Single European Act went into force in 1987.10 The most consistent 

point of criticism was European trade policy, especially the protectionist Common Agricultural 

Policy, which was a special focus of the London-based Trade Policy Research Centre with key 

publications by Swiss economists and Mont Pèlerin Society (MPS) members Gerard Curzon 

and Victoria Curzon Price (MPS president 2004-6).11 The situation changed with the Maastricht 

Treaty when it appeared that the French Socialist Delors, Commission president from 1985 to 

1995, might take Europe in a more social democratic and redistributive direction. The Single 

Market won support from trade unions because of a considerable compensation package that 

included increases in structural and regional funds and a new emphasis on “social union” with 
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the promise of measures such as common employment policy. Beyond the “social” shift, the 

agreement on movement to a single currency under control of a European Central Bank was 

also a special concern for neoliberals. 

A signal moment for the new neoliberal opposition took place in September 1988 when 

British prime minister Margaret Thatcher spoke in Bruges, Belgium. In her speech, Thatcher 

acknowledged the bonds that Britain shared with Europe, placing a special emphasis on 

“Christendom… with its recognition of the unique and spiritual nature of the individual.” She 

declared that “our destiny is in Europe, as part of the Community” but also expressed concern 

about tendencies toward centralization and protectionism in the process of integration. “We 

have not successfully rolled back the frontiers of the state in Britain,” she announced, “only to 

see them re-imposed at a European level with a European super-state exercising a new 

dominance from Brussels.” In conclusion, she voiced the demand that would be taken up by 

many neoliberal Eurosceptics in the decades that followed. She called for Europe as a “family 

of nations.”12 

Taking both inspiration and their name from Thatcher’s speech, the Bruges Group was 

formed the following year as the first Eurosceptic neoliberal think tank. The leader was Ralph 

Harris, a veteran of the Institute of Economic Affairs and long-time secretary of the MPS as 

well as its president from 1982 to 1984, who Thatcher made “Baron Harris of High Cross” as a 

lifetime peer in her first year in office. The organization was formed in February 1989 and held 

its first meeting in Bruges itself in April. In an invitation to be part of the new organization sent 

to MPS members, Harris explained that Thatcher was not “anti-European” but was simply 
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opposed to “the enforcement of unnecessary harmonization from Brussels, followed by 

spreading European dirigisme.”13 Calling for “a Europe of sovereign states,” the Bruges Group 

contended that “European economic prosperity is served best by encouraging as much free 

competition and diversity between the differing national systems as possible.”14 Echoing the 

ordoliberal language of the “strong state and the free market,” the Bruges Group stated in its 

purposes and aims that “the freedom and safety of Europe relies upon strong—but not 

necessarily big—government for our defense and security, and this strength is, in our view, 

best preserved by the independent nation state and by the promotion of a healthy, natural 

patriotism that the citizen feels toward the state.”15 

The Bruges Group trod a narrow line in calling for the relinquishing of some aspects of 

national policy-making to central European authorities while preserving the principle of the 

sovereign nation state anchored in an affective foundation of “healthy, natural patriotism.”  

Their primary fear was that the balance would be upended by the seizure of power by left-

leaning European bureaucrats. In one of the first pamphlets published by the Bruges Group, 

Chicago-trained LSE professor and future co-chair of the organization Brian Hindley wrote that 

“the real issue… is whether there should be an effort to move towards a United States of 

Europe” complete with a “social charter” granting minimum rights to workers along with 

worker participation in management.16 
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Mobilizing against the specter of a “social Europe,” the Bruges Group brought in allies 

old and new. One of their distinctive moves was to incorporate partners from Eastern Europe. 

In early 1989, months before the fall of the Berlin Wall, they held events with members of 

Polish Solidarity calling for a broader conception of Europe.17 They also showcased economists 

who had long engaged with alternative proposals of European integration, especially related to 

currency policy. At a press conference in London in June 1989, four Mont Pèlerin Society 

members criticized Delors with a focus on the proposed monetary union, leading to one of the 

Bruges Group’s first publications, A Citizen’s Charter for European Monetary Union.18 One of the 

speakers was the sitting MPS president, Antonio Martino, who played a coordinating role in 

the Bruges Group and would become a founding member of the Forza Italia political party in 

1994 and hold cabinet positions in two of Silvio Berlusconi’s governments. Also speaking were 

Pascal Salin, who would be MPS president from 1994 to 1996, and the German economist 

Roland Vaubel.  

Both Salin and Vaubel had been involved with European monetary policy since the 

1970s. They were core members of a long-standing group of neoliberals that advocated 

competing or parallel currencies as an alternative to a single, common currency as the basis of 

the European monetary union. As early as November 1975, Salin published the All-Saints Day 

Declaration in The Economist along with the German economist Herbert Giersch (MPS 

president from 1986 to 1988) and seven other economists calling for the introduction of a 

parallel European currency called the Europa to compete with national currencies. As part of a 
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group of experts assembled by the European Commission, Salin co-authored another report 

making similar recommendations the same year.19 Vaubel, who finished his Ph.D in Kiel under 

Giersch’s direction, also served as an expert drafted by the Commission (while still in his mid-

20s) and published his first book on the idea of “currency competition and the case for a 

European parallel currency” in 1978.20 Both Salin and Vaubel were in conversation with Hayek, 

who was writing about the idea of competing currencies at the same time, including two texts 

published in 1976 that would become touchstones in the crypto-currency debates of the 

2010s.21  

The specifically European context of Hayek’s proposals are often overlooked.22 Salin 

retroactively dubbed Hayek “the real inspiration” behind the work of neoliberal economists on 

parallel currencies.23 Yet in light of the fact that Hayek’s two texts followed research and 

proposals already underway by Giersch, Vaubel and Salin himself, one can infer that the 

inspiration went both ways. Giersch had published two formal proposals for competing 

currencies in Europe by the time of Hayek’s signature texts.24 Giersch and Hayek had known 

each other since the late 1940s and Hayek invited Giersch to apply for a position at Freiburg 
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University in 1963.25 Further testifying to the influence of the Kiel group, Hayek called Vaubel’s 

work “to a great extent, the departure point” for his continuing work on competing currencies 

and predicted that Vaubel would be the first German economist to receive the Nobel Prize.26 

It was a sore point for neoliberals in the 1990s that their most developed proposal for 

Europe—that of “currency choice”—lost out to the common currency of the Euro.27 In 1992, 

Giersch led 59 other economists in publishing an open letter critical of the proposed monetary 

union.28 While the chief economists of major banks felt that centralized monetary policy was 

necessary to prevent the collapse into competing national policies, Giersch and others feared 

that the agreement did not include sufficient sanctioning power to keep the individual state 

budgets in line. A dividing line was created between those neoliberals who felt supranational 

governance was necessary to defend overall economic order and right-wing neoliberals who 

felt that such an order must be anchored more soundly in national states. Neither were 

opposed to an active role for the state per se. The disagreement was about whether a central 

European bank or national central banks were the most effective site for monetary 

management. 

At the turn of the 1990s, there was a meaningful divide between the neoliberals of the 

Bruges Group who emphasized the importance of the nation-state as an ongoing locus of 

sovereignty and others who saw the very merit of European institutions in its ability to 

																																																								
25
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pickpocket national sovereignty for the sake of locked-in market freedoms at the 

supranational level. The contrast is best illustrated in a contribution from an unlikely quarter: 

the American economist James M. Buchanan, MPS president from 1984 to 1986 and recipient 

of the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economics in 1986, who otherwise engaged little with 

European or international questions.29 At the first MPS general meeting after the fall of the 

Berlin Wall, held in Munich in September 1990, Buchanan led off with an “American 

perspective on Europe’s constitutional opportunity.” The respondents were the German-Swiss 

economist Peter Bernholz and Harris himself. The published version of the talk appeared in 

French, German and both the US and UK, suggesting its centrality to the discussion at the 

time.30 

In a provocative departure from the right-wing neoliberals, Buchanan diagnosed a 

waning of the very sentiments of nationalism and patriotism to which Harris, Thatcher, and the 

Bruges Group appealed. Far from seeing nationalism as “healthy” or “natural,” Buchanan saw it 

as one of many “artificial” “dependency-induced loyalties” concocted by intellectuals to shape 

collectives to their own self-interested ends.31 By the end of “the socialist-collectivist century,” 

he wrote, “political entrepreneurs can no longer exploit the Hegelian sublimation of the 

individual to a collective zeitgeist or the Marxian dialectic of class conflict.”32 He saw the belief 
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in the need for a culturally homogeneous nation inhabiting a single territory as part of a 

“romantic myth… substantially displaced in the public consciousness of the 1990s.”33  

Evidently convinced by contemporary arguments about the eclipse of the nation in an 

era of globalization, Buchanan believed that the waning of nationalism created an opening for 

constitutional design. “Europe waits for its own James Madison,” he wrote, “who understands 

the constitutional economics of competition.”34 Because, as he put it elsewhere, “socialism is 

dead but Leviathan lives on,” there would have to be checks to prevent the expansion of the 

remit of power by rent-seeking private interests.35 The European constitutional mandate must 

be limited to the guarantee of “competition among producers and consumers of goods and 

resources across the territory that encompasses the several nation-states.”36 Significantly, he 

also emphasized that a European constitution would need the right of secession. Without an 

exit option, the temptation of elite-led leftward mission creep would be too great. 

Buchanan’s plan harked back to the proposals of Hayek and Lionel Robbins from the 

1930s, when they sought consciously to harmonize and lock in free trade policies through 

supranational federation.37 Yet Buchanan recalled his proposal being met with hostility: 

I was attacked by the right mostly by Britishers who at that time had formed what they 

called the Bruges Group. There were a few European members in that group, but 

basically it was dominated by the British. I was a vicious man because I was proposing 

the possibility that Europe was moving toward some sort of federal structure. “Federal” 

is a black word in their lexicon; the idea of federalism or federation or anything like that 

they consider outrageous. They were essentially refusing to agree to have England or 
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Britain give up even one jot of what they thought was their national sovereignty.38 

 

The early 1990s neoliberal discourse on Europe is captured well by the opposing stances of 

Buchanan and the Bruges Group. There was a faction within the MPS, including Curzon Price, 

who believed similarly that “tying the hands” of sovereign governments was precisely the goal 

of supranational monetary order, either through binding rules or a central authority.39 In 1989, 

she referred positively to the “Ferrari model” of integration in the wake of European Court of 

Justice decisions securing competition over European borders and, most importantly, the 

freeing of capital movements between member states, which she believed would lead 

organically to the disciplining of national governments and the narrowing of their space of 

policy discretion.40 Martino himself followed Buchanan in the argument that what was 

essential was the institution of rules binding national governments and central banks and that 

the content of the rule itself could change with time.41 

Following Buchanan’s prompt, the European Constitutional Group was formed in 1992 

by German public choice economist Christian Kirchner. The ECG drafted a proposed European 

constitution in 1993 outlining a narrow set of supranational political capacities for the EU. 

Following Buchanan, they included the right of secession. Among the ten original participants 

in the ECG, seven were Mont Pèlerin Society members, including Bernholz (the original 

respondent to Buchanan at the 1990 MPS meeting), Francisco Cabrillo, and Salin.42 In 1997, the 
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ECG drew up another counter-proposal to the proposed constitution of the Amsterdam Treaty, 

adding Vaubel and German think tanker and MPS member Detmar Doering, among others, to 

their ranks.43 The core group remained active in the ECG into the 2010s, demanding reform 

while also stating that “the ultimate protection against a breakdown of the rule of law is the 

right to withdraw. There ought to be more room for opt-outs.”44 

If the constitutionalist contingent of Eurosceptic neoliberals, with a preponderance of 

German-speaking and Southern European participants, leaned toward internal reform, the 

British members of the Bruges Group edged toward rejection of the EU through the 1990s. In 

1996, the organization’s co-chair, Brian Hindley co-authored a paper titled Better Off Out? The 

Benefits or Costs of EU Membership. The paper set out to dispel the idea that leaving the EU 

would be economically devastating, concluding that “the idea that dire economic 

consequences make UK departure from the EU unthinkable has no evident foundation.”45 In 

the introduction to a 1997 Bruges Group publication titled A Euro-sceptical dictionary, Chris R. 

Tame, the founder of the UK’s Libertarian Alliance, captured the development of the second 

half of the decade when he wrote that “there has been an increasing shift in ‘Euro-sceptic’ 

opinion from the hope that the increasingly statist and illiberal character of the EU could be 

reformed, to the view that the European-project is now irrevocably flawed and inherently 

statist, and that total withdrawal is the only feasible option.”46 The Bruges Group promoted 

this line in an online web magazine called eurocritic as well as a publication titled Critical 
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Journal. By 1999, the die seemed cast. The campaign director of The Bruges Group promised 

publicly that “the EU will break-up because of its contradictions. Just in the way that the USSR 

broke-up then the EU will suffer a similar fate.”47 From the hope of internal reform, the British 

neoliberal Eurosceptics had moved to the prediction of dissolution. 

 

Centre for the New Europe: The Opening to the Right, or the Meaning of the Mole   

The Bruges Group was joined on their path of Eurosceptic radicalization by an affiliated 

think tank, Centre for the New Europe, founded in Brussels in 1993 by the Belgian lawyer 

Fernand Keuleneer and the Belgian jurist and journalist Paul Belien, who presented the new 

organization at the MPS meeting in Cannes in 1994.48 Belien paid homage to Hayek’s last 

publication in the same year in an article titled “The Fatal Conceit of Europe.”49 Keuleneer and 

Belien had already launched a magazine together, Nucleus, in 1990. Keuleneer acted as 

president of the CNE with the French economist Paul Fabra as director general and Belien as 

research director. Ralph Harris helped secure funding, which came through the Roularta Media 

Group and the pharmaceutical company, Pfizer.50 The links to the pharmaceutical company 

were intimate as CNE’s vice-president into the 2000s, Catherine Windels, retained a parallel 

position there as a marketing executive.51 The center’s publications reflected the interests of 
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their patron with an emphasis on health care and environmental regulation.52 Belien 

contributed treatments of the European health care regulation to the broader neoliberal 

network, including Vancouver, British Columbia’s Fraser Institute, to which Windels was an 

international advisor.53 

The CNE was designed as a Brussels outpost for the Euroskeptic neoliberal position. Its 

mandate was comparable to the Bruges Group in its self-description as promoting “a pro-

market, yet pro-Community viewpoint.”54 It emphasized the need to return to the primary 

European function of encouraging competition and preventing “over-regulation” and 

centralization. At the same time, it included explicit attention to traditionally socially 

conservative positions, arguing that “the backbone of a community is its ethical, moral and 

cultural framework.”55 The organization insisted that “the concept of community depends 

upon commonly held systems of values: criteria to distinguish good from evil, right from 

wrong. Pluralism, civilised debate, personal freedom and human dignity cannot survive in a 

cultural climate that denies either the existence of truth (nihilism) or the importance of truth 

(relativism).”56 According to Belien, the attention to socially conservative themes reflected 

their goal to cast the CNE in the mold of American think tanks like the Heritage Foundation 
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and American Enterprise Institute, which combined themes of free markets with traditional 

morality and thereby, in his metaphor, “walk on two legs” instead of only one.57  

The mixture of conservative and market themes also reflected the approach of the 

Social Affairs Unit (SAU), an offshoot of the IEA, overseen by MPS member Digby Anderson, 

who sat on the board of directors of the CNE. In the 1990s, the SAU published books 

suggesting that the loosening of sexual norms since the 1960s had eroded the conditions for 

reproducing the free market order. The title of one of Anderson’s edited SAU volumes 

illustrated the approach starkly: This Will Hurt: The Restoration of Virtue and Civic Order.58 

Belien’s own investment in socially conservative themes was reflected in his engaged activism 

in support of home-schooling as well as a polemical text opposing abortion, published by the 

Roularta Media Group, which hosted the CNE offices in their early years.59 

Belien wrote the CNE’s first publication in 1994 and became an MPS member in 1996.60 

Toward the end of the decade, his politics shifted further rightward. In 1995, his wife, 

Alexandra Colen, who had suggested the names for both Nucleus and CNE, entered Belgian 

parliament with the far-right Flemish separatist party Vlaams Blok. During her time in 

parliament, the couple published a “quarterly journal for the study of secession and direct 

democracy” titled Secession (Secessie). The journal’s website offered links to The Bruges Group 

and the CNE alongside right-wing libertarian Lewrockwell.com and the anti-immigration site, 
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VDare, run by the former National Review journalist and forerunner of the Alt Right Peter 

Brimelow.61 After Colen’s party was outlawed as racist in 2004, Belien wrote for VDare that a 

new party would arise that would spell the end of Belgium through the partition he desired and 

“will bury mass immigration too.”62 Since 2006, Belien has directed the think tank Islamist 

Watch and published articles warning of Muslims as “predators” who “starting when they’re 

small, learn at their yearly offerings how to cut the throats of warm-blooded livestock.” “We 

get sick at the sight of blood,” he warned, “but they don’t. They’re trained and they’re 

armed.”63 

Belien’s swing from reformist Eurosceptic to separatist xenophobic nationalist is an 

extreme case of a trajectory taken by others. A case in point is Belien’s successor as research 

director at CNE, the German philosopher Hardy Bouillon, who also established a branch office 

of CNE in Trier, where he taught and lived in the late 1990s. Bouillon was an MPS member and 

the CNE’s advisory board was heavily stacked with others. MPS members accounted for 22 of 

24 advisors, including those involved with the Bruges Group like Harris, Salin, Vaubel, and 

Martino and the ECG like Bernholz, Jiri Schwarz, and Angelo Petroni.64 Martino’s wife, Carol 

Erickson, was a member of the five-person board. During his tenure at CNE, Bouillon became 

actively involved with the libertarian magazine Eigentümlich Frei founded in 1998, writing 

articles on libertarianism and sitting on its editorial board.65 According to the mandate of its 
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publisher André Lichtschlag, the goal of the journal was to create an alliance between 

libertarians and the New Right.66  He followed the model set by American libertarian Murray 

Rothbard in the famous “paleo alliance” he formed in the late 1980s between the 

paleoconservatives of the Right, including Samuel Francis and others around the Rockford 

Institute, and the paleolibertarians centered around the Ludwig von Mises Institute in Auburn, 

Alabama.67 The latter regularly promoted topics of “race realism” as well as secession, neo-

confederacy and the need for increased regulation of immigration.68 In 1992, Rothbard laid out 

a strategy of “right-wing populism” returned to innumerable times by right-wing libertarians 

since. The goal, he wrote, was to oppose Hayek’s approach of “trickle-down educationism” 

that targeted elites with a style that was “exciting, dynamic, tough, and confrontational, 

rousing” and appealed to the masses.69 Also known as the “redneck strategy,” the goal was to 

transform people’s natural dislike of politicians into a dislike for politics as such, thereby paving 

the way to a stateless society. 

A connection between US paleolibertarians and German neoliberals existed via the 

most forceful proponent of the “closed borders libertarian” position after Rothbard’s death in 

1995, his protégé, the German economist Hans-Hermann Hoppe. Rothbard brought Hoppe to 

the United States on a scholarship from the Center for Libertarian Studies and eventually 

found him a position at the University of Nevada-Las Vegas where Rothbard himself worked. 
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In the 1990s, Hoppe wrote about immigration as “forced integration” and spoke positively 

about the neo-nationalist secession groups sweeping Europe.70 His most famous book, 

published in 2001, was titled Democracy: The God that Failed, and called for a shift to a non-

democratic “private law society.”71 Following his mentor, Rothbard, Hoppe referred to his 

philosophy as anarcho-capitalism. 

Bouillon met Hoppe in 1991. Having grown dissatisfied with “Hayek’s concept of 

individual freedom,” Bouillon recalls finding Hoppe “refreshing.”72 It is likely through Bouillon 

that Hoppe was hosted at the Center for the New Europe in 2001.73 Hoppe also joined Bouillon 

as a member of the advisory board of Eigentumlich Frei in 2006. At an event where Hoppe 

spoke in front of a gathering of libertarians and German liberals of the FDP in 2005, Bouillon 

brandished the mascot of Krtek, a stuffed cartoon mole, calling “for a combination of adapting 

to and subverting the system.”74 The spirit of the meeting was that of Rothbard and 

Lichtschlag—the search for a viable union between right-wing populism and libertarianism. 

The Swiss rightist Christoph Blocher was named as one candidate for such a politics at the 

meeting, and the examples of the AfD and the Austrian Freedom Party would follow.75  

Bouillon counted Rothbard as one of his favorite authors.76 As director of academic 

affairs, he held the same position as Rothbard had at the Mises Institute in Alabama. Under 
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Bouillon’s direction, the CNE took a similar route to the Bruges Group but with a bent toward 

radical right-libertarianism where the Bruges Group tended to a more staid Toryism. The CNE 

enjoyed what they saw as tweaking the noses of the European bureaucrats, hosting a 

“Capitalist Ball” in 2003 where Bouillon gave the CNE’s F. A. Hayek Award to his co-author and 

mentor, the MPS member and philosopher of science Gerard Radnitzky, who used his talk to 

skewer the European Commissioner Frits Bolkestein.77 Radnitzky’s perspective resembled 

Hoppe’s. He questioned the necessity of democracy for a functioning market order, wrote 

extensively on the importance of Western values for the success of capitalism, and denounced 

the EU as “the forerunner to a global tax cartel.”78  

The CNE’s perspective overlapped substantially with that of Lichtschlag’s Eigentümlich 

Frei. Another of the magazine’s advisors, the MPS member Detmar Doering, published a report 

for CNE on the need for a right of secession from the EU a few years after an article in 

Eigentümlich Frei attempting to recuperate the reputation of Social Darwinism.79 Climate 

denial became another focus as the CNE published a report refuting “the scientific foundations 

of the global warming scare” and Bouillon claimed that the belief in climate change was based 

on “falsification.”80 By the first decade of the 2000s, the CNE had established itself as the wild 

sibling of neoliberal Euroscepticism, flirting with anti-democratic strains of right-wing 
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libertarianism and seeking a basis for an effective neoliberal populism. The breakthrough 

would come with the Eurozone crisis. 

 

New Direction: The Breakthrough of Neoliberal Secessionism 

 

Throughout the 1990s, a Eurosceptic Right formed at the European level with little 

effect on the individual national political landscape. In a painful irony, the directly elected 

members of European parliament, originally intended to help bridge the so-called democratic 

deficit and legitimate Europe-wide governance, ended up offering a stage to those suspicious 

of the European project as such. Although there was already a robust transnational network of 

Eurosceptic right-wing parties by 1994, few scholars paid attention or took them seriously as 

part of the system of national and transnational European civil society. The fact that the hurdle 

for a seat in the European parliament is only 3% (as opposed to 5% in the German Bundestag) 

lowered the barriers to entry for protest parties.  

The opening for neoliberal populist parties came after the financial and economic crisis 

of 2008. A so-called critical realignment took place as existing party system could no longer 

channel the economic and social problems produced by the Global Financial Crisis. The 

formation of the Alliance of European Conservatives and Reformers (AECR) in 2009 was a clear 

expression of the increased confidence of the European New Right.81 The decision of the 

British Conservative party along with the Czech ODS and the Polish PiS to end their traditional 

cooperation with the majority conservatives and social democrats in the European Parliament 
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marked a break with the integration policy of the past. The new formation introduced a 

conservative perspective with no ties to the previous policy of integration. 

The AECR was formally launched in March 2009 with the ten-point Prague Declaration, 

spearheaded by the British Tories and MPS member Vaclav Klaus’s ODS. The Prague 

Declaration linked neoliberal and conservative thinking. The manifesto opened with the 

demand for economic rather than political freedom as the basis of personal freedom and 

national welfare. “Free enterprise, free and fair trade and competition, minimal regulation, 

lower taxation, and small government,” it declared, were “the ultimate catalysts for individual 

freedom and personal and national prosperity.” The Declaration also demanded more 

individual freedom and responsibility, clean energy and energy security, emphasized the 

family as the basis of society, national sovereignty against European federalism and the 

significance of NATO, especially for the younger democracies in Eastern Europe. It called for a 

stricter control of immigration and greater transparency for the expenditure of European 

funds.  

In 2010, the AECR launched its own think tank, titled New Direction – The Foundation 

of European Reform (ND). Expressing continuity with the genesis of neoliberal Euroscepticism 

in the late 1980s, Thatcher was the patron of the foundation until her death in 2013. The 

foundation was directed by Tom Miers and erstwhile Polish Solidarity activist Krzysztof 

Grzelczyk as the East European coordinator. Its deputy director from 2011 to 2015 was none 

other than Hardy Bouillon, formerly of the CNE. The Alternative für Deutschland or AfD, 

formed as a protest party in 2013 against the German government’s conduct in the Eurozone 

crisis, was not part of the AECR, but there was overlap with New Direction. Hans-Olaf Henkel, 



 25 

one of the founders of the AfD, who later left to join the splinter Liberal Conservative 

Reformers (LKR) was New Direction’s vice-president.82 He edited the first issue of their 

magazine in 2015, titled “That Sinking Feeling,” which pictured the symbol of the Euro 

descending into a dark sea as a shark’s fin approached. The magazine included an article by the 

veteran neoliberal Eurosceptic Roland Vaubel calling the banking union a “breach of faith” and 

another by MPS member (and founding AfD member) Joachim Starbatty questioning the 

positive impact of the Euro on the German economy.83 The participation of neoliberal 

Eurosceptics in New Direction and the AECR represents the culmination of the arc beginning in 

1988 from internal reform to a call for dissolution. Once considered salvageable, neoliberals 

now pictured the EU in the process of drowning. 

 

Conclusion  

 

When the Institute for Economic Affairs held a debate in March 2016 about how Hayek 

would have voted in the referendum on British EU membership, the think tank’s head of public 

policy concluded that “Hayek would have been a Brexiteer.”84 This chapter has narrated the 

shift in neoliberal Eurosceptic organization from 1988 to the 2010s as a passage from reform to 

radicalism, from demands for conservative reconstruction to separatism and secession. The 

recent far right parties must be understood within this backdrop. Ironically the new right-wing 

neoliberalism profits from the dislocations of the neoliberal project (free trade, free capital 

movements, deregulation and liberalization) and the inadequate protection offered by the 
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ever-shrinking welfare state. The transformation of welfare capitalism has effected changes 

that have boomeranged on the neoliberal camp itself. Neoliberals may not like it, but the logic 

of the competition state and locational competition inevitably frees up centrifugal dynamics 

both in Europe and in the nation state, because competition requires a free hand in influencing 

local conditions. Nation state building and the construction of Europe is premised to a large 

degree on regulating and even limiting certain conditions of competition. Europe and even 

some of the member states are at a critical juncture, because cross-regional cohesion and 

competition ultimately cannot be easily reconciled by going in one direction only. Because 

right-wing neoliberalism embodies a culturally and socially conservative variant of 

neoliberalism, it offers its own kind of regressive politics: exclusionary social romanticism takes 

the place of egalitarian social policy. An adherence to the ideology of family and competition 

replaces the spirit of equality of opportunity and social mobility. 

At the MPS meeting in South Korea in 2017, AECR co-founder Vaclav Klaus expressed 

the spirit of neoliberal nationalism. The biggest problem was that of migration, accelerated in 

his opinion by the inducements of the welfare state along with a “post-modern ideological 

confusion connected with the ideas of multiculturalism, cultural relativism, continentalism (as 

opposed to the idea of nation-state), human-rightism and political correctness.” “Mass 

migration into Europe,” he said, “threatens to destroy European society and to create a new 

Europe which would be very different from the past as well as from MPS way of thinking.” He 

defended the right-wing populist parties in France, Austria, Germany, the Netherlands and 

Italy as “powerless people who try to oppose the arrogant European (or American) political 

elites.” The solution was to ground “continental or planetary thinking” back in the nation-



 27 

state.85 The neoliberal nationalist position rebukes the legalist constitutionalism of thinkers 

like Buchanan and places questions of affect and psychology front and center.  Far from a 

proposition of one-dimensional homo economicus, it is a vision of human nature, social order 

and political subjectivity grounded in extra-economic factories of morality and emotion. 

The relationship of neoliberal nationalism to the wider world is highly selective.  In the 

programs of two of these parties—the AfD and the Austrian Freedom Party—we find that the 

rejection of Europe does not mean a blanket rejection of economic globalization, as suggested 

by the frequent conjoining of populism, political isolationism, and economic protectionism. 

While the parties condemn the EU, the language demanding increased trade and 

competitiveness is entirely mainstream. The AfD calls for trade agreements to be settled 

through the WTO and the lifting of barriers for exports from developing countries in the place 

of foreign aid transfers. Fiscal conservatism is raised to an absurd degree with criminal charges 

demanded for policymakers who overspend. Both parties call for school choice and an end to 

inheritance tax and burdensome regulations, even as they make new promises for social 

spending.  

In the right-wing neoliberal imaginary, free market capitalism is not displaced but 

anchored ever more deeply in conservative family structures and a group identity defined 

against an Islamic threat from the East. Aware of the resonances with the West German social 

market economy of the 1950s, the AfD self-consciously employs the same slogan in its party 

program as the country’s first Economics Minister and MPS member Ludwig Erhard: 

“prosperity for all!” Rather than contrasting a neoliberal Europe against its populist critics, this 
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chapter has shown that the anti-European neoliberal nationalism must be seen as a political 

position with its own cast of characters and a clear pedigree. Any future description of Europe 

as a neoliberal plot must acknowledge the neoliberals who have plotted against it too. 


