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As European democracies grapple with the far-right consistent lead in the polls following its success at the 2024 European Parliamentary elections, it has become increasingly important to examine how these political forces have transformed themselves from marginal actors into genuine contenders for public office. This question lies at the heart of Marta Lorimer’s (Cardiff University) forensic analysis of these actors journey toward political legitimacy.

Europe as Ideological Resource moves beyond the traditional focus on the far right’s views on the EU and instead examines its conception of Europe as a whole, making a significant contribution to the thriving literature on far -right mainstreaming (see, for instance, Brown et al. 2021; Moffitt 2022). The book’s central thesis is that ‘Europe’ has functioned as an ‘ideological resource’-namely ‘a device that offers political parties an opportunity to revise and reframe their political message’ (Lorimer 2024, p. 15)- for the far right in their quest for legitimation. In doing so, Lorimer’s analysis questions the notion, prominent in the literature, that Europe –framed in oppositional terms – has hindered far-right mainstreaming (see, for instance, Ivaldi 2018), shedding light on the ambivalent and strategically shifting relationship between these movements and Euroscepticism (see, for instance, Heinisch et al. 2021; Vasilopoulou 2011). 

Lorimer presents this argument using the cases of Italy and France – two countries where the far right, here defined by authoritarianism and nationalism – has deep historical foundations. In Italy, the Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI) emerged in 1946 and later evolved into Alleanza Nazionale (AN) in 1994. In France, Rassemblement National (RN), formerly Front National (FN), originated in 1972. These cases effectively demonstrate the usefulness of probing the historical trajectories of such movements, providing valuable longitudinal insights for understanding their current manifestations: RN in France and Fratelli d’Italia (FdI) in Italy, the latter genealogically linked to the MSI/AN. Furthermore, Lorimer's extensive archival research offers readers a rare glimpse into these parties’ perspectives on Europe by drawing on party materials that are rarely consulted. Indeed, the book’s theoretical contribution is supported by a methodologically rigorous qualitative analysis of more than 400 documents tracing the historical development of the MSI/AN (1978-2009) and the RN (1978-2019). 

The analytical framework is structured around four key concepts that correspond to four distinct chapters: identity, liberty, threat and national interest, which t the far right strategically deploy to frame their positions on Europe Before the examination of  these four analytical concepts in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, Chapter 1 traces the roots of the far right’s search for legitimation, particularly the need to overcome the 'legitimacy deficit' that had long consigned these parties to the margins of the political arena. These parties engaged with the divisive issue of European integration to broaden their agenda and craft their own positioning on a  matter over which disagreement was acceptable.    As detailed below, both the RN and the MSI/AN used the nascent issue of European integration to shed their pariah status and appear more palatable to the general electorate, while avoiding alienation of their core voters. This process of mainstreaming in the pursuit of legitimacy carries an inherent risk: losing loyal voters by compromising ideological consistency. Yet, as Lorimer shows, these actors have navigated this risk effectively by deploying the following four concepts, thus gradually becoming accepted competitors on the political scene without alienating their core voters. 

First, they strategically appealed to a shared European identity, which was perceived as respectable principle acting as a counter-point to the far right’s core nativism, thereby addressing one of the reasons of the far right’s legitimacy deficit. The MSI/AN and RN drew a sharp distinction between Europeans and foreign ‘others’. The dichotomy between a supposedly homogeneous ‘us’ and a threatening and encroaching ‘them’ is a leitmotiv of far-right narratives. In particular, Lorimer shows how these actors deployed a civilisational argument situating European identity within the Judeo-Christian tradition. Importantly, Lorimer distinguishes the trajectories of the two parties: whereas the MSI/AN consistently rooted its identity in pro-EU milieus, the RN – especially after the Single European Act (1986) – increasingly portrayed European integration as a threat to national sovereignty. This shift led to the reconfiguration of the RN identity as firmly European, yet equally firmly anti-EU. 

Second, at the interplay between ideology and strategy, the concept of liberty allowed the far right to invoke a positive, broadly shared and largely uncontroversial idea of freedom. By presenting themselves as defenders of freedom in Europe, both the MSI/AN and RN refashioned their public image from divisive actors to credible political parties reclaiming European power and autonomy. However, between the late 1980s and the early 1990s, the RN’s narrative on liberty took on a distinctive shape: the RN shifted the focus from the protection of Europe’s liberty to the protection of the liberty of the nation vis-à-vis the EU.

Third, through the concept of threat the far right lent legitimacy to their use of emergency politics. This narrative – frequently used in far right rhetoric – justifies radical positions by framing them as a necessary and common sense response to imminent dangers faced by Europe at large. In doing so, the far right aimed at gaining credibility.   For the MSI and the RN in the 1970s and 1980s, these purported emergencies ranged from communism, the USSR and the United States (US), to demographic decline and immigration. 

Finally, tying Europe to discussions over national interest – which is deeply embedded with the far-right ideological nationalism – allowed both parties to signal both their ideological consistency, coherence and political acceptability, thereby positioning themselves as simultaneously principled political actors and trustworthy competitors.  

Europe as Ideological Resource is an empirically grounded and intellectually incisive intervention that demonstrates that Europe, specifically the principle and practice of European integration, has functioned, over time, as a strategic space for the far right’s self-legitimation. Confronted with the dilemma of reconciling their ideological commitment with their desire to be accepted as legitimate political actors, the MSI/AN and RN appropriated ‘Europe’ in novel ways. Lorimer’s historical perspective, which traces the evolution of far right’s ideological and strategic positioning vis-à-vis Europe, enriches our understanding of their adaptability and calculated push towards mainstreaming. The comparative analysis of the French and Italian cases highlights not only shared strategies but also important historical divergences. While the RN developed an increasingly hostile positions toward the EU institutions (even as it maintained an attachment to the idea of Europe), the MSI/AN retained a more favourable stance towards European integration. 

Lorimer's argument regarding legitimacy as a prerequisite for these actors’ mainstreaming resonates strongly with contemporary political developments. Her analysis sheds light on how far right parties have maintained ideological consistency while achieving unprecedented electoral success. It is hoped that this valuable intellectual intervention will stimulate further research into the historical dynamics that complicate the traditional oppositional stance of these parties to the EU. In particular, it would be worthwhile to assess the generalisability of Lorimer’s findings to other far right parties across Europe, including parties without historical trajectories linked to post-fascism. 

References

Brown, Katy, Mondon, Aaron, and Winter, Aurelien. 2021. The Far Right, the Mainstream and Mainstreaming: Towards a Heuristic Framework. Journal of Political Ideologies 28 (2): 162-79. 

Heinisch, Reinhard, McDonnell, Duncan, and Werner, Annika.2021. Equivocal Euroscepticism: How Populist Radical Right Parties Can Have Their EU Cake and Eat It.
Journal of Common Market Studies 59 (2): 189-205. 

Ivaldi, Gilles. 2018. Contesting the EU in Times of Crisis: The Front National and Politics
of Euroscepticism in France. Politics 38 (3): 278-94.

Moffitt, Benjamin. 2022. How Do Mainstream Parties ‘Become’ Mainstream, and Pariah Parties ‘Become’ Pariahs? Conceptualizing the Processes of Mainstreaming and Pariahing in the Labelling of Political Parties. Government and Opposition 57 (3): 385-403.

Vasilopoulou, Sofia. 2011. European Integration and the Radical Right. Three Patterns of Opposition. Government and Opposition 46 (2): 223-44.

Marianna Griffini
Northeastern University, London
marianna.griffini@nulondon.ac.uk


1

