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Resumé 

L'anti-américanisme est un sentiment qui a l'âge des Etats-Unis eux-mêmes. Les 

clichés d'aujourd'hui ont été fomré pendant des siècles et un Michael Moore les 

exploite simplement. L'hostilité des Européens envers les USA n'est donc rien de 

nouveau: Elle s'est toujours transformé avec le temps et s'est adopté aux 

circonstances historiques, mais peu importe si c'était la deuxième guerre 

mondiale, la guerre froide ou le 11 septèmbre, elle était toujours présente. 
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Synopsis 

Anti-Americanism in Europe is a sentiment that has existed since the creation of 

America itself. Since then, European thinkers have discussed and discredited 

America, often without a single visit to the country. They saw in America a 

degenerate nation with no culture and money as its only religion. These views 

were mostly born out of 19th Century Romanticism and remain today. Before, 

between and after the world wars, America was perceived as the great 

liberator, and simultaneously an empire with imperialistic intentions. During 

the Cold War, America was needed as protector, while despised as before. 

Especially true during the Vietnam War and by the socialists of '68 who saw in 

America nothing less then the imperialistic evil. After the fall of the Soviet empire, 

America remained the sole superpower on the globe. During this period, all the 

old clichés of America came back and Europe envied America's liberty to do 

whatever she liked - something the Europeans have lost. Today, the anti-

Americans use such old prejudices rather more subtly, and sometimes not. The 

reactions to 9/11 have shown that the resentment is profound and that it 

reemerges even in America's hours of darkness. 
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Introduction 

America and Americans are confronted with antipathy all over the world, but that 

in Europe is different. At first sight, one would believe that Americans are loved in 

Europe: there is a McDonald's almost everywhere, most of the blockbusters are 

Hollywood movies and after all, America came to Europe's rescue twice. But a 

poll of the major Swiss weekly newspaper Facts points out that 55% of the Swiss 

have a hostile attitude towards the United States in general.1 

The Pew Research Center reports that 62% of the Germans and 63% of the 

French share the negative views of their Helvetic neighbors.2 The American 

journalist, Ted Stanger, who chose to live in Paris, writes in his book Sacré 

français: Un Américain nous observe (Wicked French: An American is watching 

us) Every American who lives in Paris is constantly being demonized, criticized, 

verbally attacked and considered as the head of an unacceptable cultural 

invasion. 3 

As we look into history we will see that this sentiment is not caused by a single or 

even a few American policies, but has persisted over the years throughout 

different political and artistic movements, back to the American revolution itself. 

An analysis of major German and French newspapers and  the writings of 

European intellectuals prove this sentiment is still alive and has persisted beyond 

rationality following the attacks of September 11th, 2001. 

                                           

 

1 Facts, September 2nd 2004, p. 75 
2 The Pew Research Center, A Year After Iraq War, (http://people-
press.org/reports/display.php3?ReportID=206) 
3 Ted Stanger, Sacré français: Un Américain nous observe, p. 29 

http://people-
press.org/reports/display.php3?ReportID=206
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Part I: Anti-Americanism yesterday 

America - A new day has come  

From its very beginnings America was either loved or hated. Everybody entitled 

to an opinion had one. At least, most of Europe agreed that the discovery of 

America was a key event in history. John Locke stated at the beginning the 

whole world was an America 4. This means nothing less than that the discovery 

of America recreated the world, brought it back to zero again. Long before John 

Locke, the Spanish Francisco Lopez de Gomara, called the discovery the 

greatest event since the creation of the world , adding excluding the incarnation 

and death of Him who created it 5 only out of respect to his faith. This combines 

with Locke's view of a new world once America is on the map. Today, Norman 

Fiering of the John Carter Brown Library, the only library in the world dedicated 

exclusively to the history of the Western Hemisphere, says that The essential 

thing about 1492 is that it was the first step in the unification of the globe 6. But it 

was the American Revolution that got everything started: Adam Smith viewed 

1776 as the most significant year in the history of mankind in his book The 

Wealth of Nations. And it is this 1776 Revolution that provided new fuel to the 

debate over America: the colony had just liberated itself from Britain and opinions 

in Europe diverged strongly. On one side we have people like the economist 

Turgot who stated that America represents something like the hope of 

mankind 7 or the strong America supporter Alexis de Tocqueville who believed 

America was a land of wonders 8 whereas Cornelius de Pauw describes 

America in his Recherches philosophiques sur les américains as the biggest 

                                           

 

4 Dan Diener, Feindbild Amerika, p. 13 
5 Robert Dvorchak, Goodbye, Columbus? 
(http://muweb.millersville.edu/~columbus/data/art/DVORCHK1.ART) 
6 Ibid. 
7 Dan Diener, Feindbild Amerika, p. 14 
8 Alexis de Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique, tome 1 

http://muweb.millersville.edu/~columbus/data/art/DVORCHK1.ART
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accident that ever happened to mankind9.  

Uncivilized 

However, most European thinkers were convinced that America was simply no 

good for people. Buffon, a naturalist like De Pauw, wrote in his book 

Dégénération des animaux that in a climate like that of America, people and 

animals would degenerate 10. 

The French bishop, Talleyrand, in exile in Philadelphia in the year of 1794, 

thought that A nation that has 30 religions and one single dish is not a civilized 

nation . What he could not tolerate was that America was an intensely God-

loving Protestant nation.11 

Although the Count of Buffon started the degeneration theory, it was Cornelius 

de Pauw who brought it into popularity through his research , regarded as the 

seminal reference on the subject. Not only was it theory, but was widely accepted 

as scientific truth - so accepted that Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, 

two of the greatest American thinkers, felt obliged to write a long and detailed 

response to these claims12. As one of these critics had success, the other 

prestige, this image of America quickly became self-evident in the minds of the 

intellectual elite in Europe even before the American Revolution. 

Encyclopedist, Abbé Raynal, discovered other flaws: the American people did not 

love their women, because they had so few children. But this was the least of his 

concerns. This religious man stated that Under the foreign sky, the spirit gets fed 

up with the body which contributed to why America has not yet produced a 

good poet, a gifted mathematician, a man of talent in one single art or one single 

                                           

 

9 Dan Diener, Feindbild Amerika, p. 14 
10 François Ryssen, Généalogie de l antiaméricanisme français, 
(http://www.voxnr.com/cogit_content/documents/Gnalogiedelantiamricanisme.shtml) 
11 http://www.lefigaro.fr/cgi/edition/genimprime?cle=20040906.FIG0214 
12 James W. Ceaser, A genealogy of anti-Americanism, 
(http://www.thepublicinterest.com/archives/2003summer/article1.html) 

http://www.voxnr.com/cogit_content/documents/Gnalogiedelantiamricanisme.shtml
http://www.lefigaro.fr/cgi/edition/genimprime?cle=20040906.FIG0214
http://www.thepublicinterest.com/archives/2003summer/article1.html
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science 13. 

In America -- according these influential writers and intellectuals -- people 

degenerate physically and intellectually. In other words, they become ugly and 

stupid. So already at the time of the American Revolution, one observes the 

precursors of today's widespread cliché of the stupid American . Professor Spiro 

in the  Annals of the American Academy of Political Science edition of 1988 in his 

analysis of anti-Americanism concluded that Anti-Americanism has been 

endemic among the ruling classes in continental Europe since 1776 at the 

latest. 14 

Between heaven and hell 

Europeans were very interested in the new continent. As opposed to Africa and 

Asia, the American continent was the place of Europe's imagination, of a place 

where life could go on without conflicts. John Locke's idea of America as the 

beginning of a new world can be read in another way: the new world as a place 

of everything that precedes civilization, America as paradise. The idea of an 

overseas paradise was not new. Considering the poor living standards in Europe, 

the worlds described in Thomas Morus' Utopia and Francis Bacon's New Atlantis 

could possibly be allusions to America. The humanist movement saw in America 

a land where people could live in simplicity and innocence 15. The Europeans 

felt they had to 'liberate' this world from wild nature, but at the same time they 

had to protect its purity from the evils of civilization. 

Freedom, money and America 

The mostly negative images Europeans had of America, were heavily influenced 

by the romantic period. According to David Ellwood the well-established 

                                           

 

13 François Ryssen, Généalogie de l antiaméricanisme français, 
(http://www.voxnr.com/cogit_content/documents/Gnalogiedelantiamricanisme.shtml) 
14 David Ellwood, Anti-Americanism: Why Do Europeans Resent Us?, 
(http://hnn.us/articles/1426.html) 
15 Dan Diener, Feinbild Amerika, p.15 

http://www.voxnr.com/cogit_content/documents/Gnalogiedelantiamricanisme.shtml
http://hnn.us/articles/1426.html
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stereotypes of commercial materialism, social fragmentation, lack of culture and 

the sheer artificiality of the American experience existed even before the 

1830's.16  

Balzac declared that only the good-for-nothings go to America, the Count comte 

Mosca de la Chartreuse de Parme sees America as the victory of the stupid and 

egotistic mediocrity .17 During this same period the German poet, Nikolaus 

Lenau, went to the United States in order to make money, his return well 

planned.18 He claimed his emigration had failed and in this way fueled even 

more anti-American sentiment in Europe. Everything appeared to be bodenlos 

(rootless) for Lenau, in particular the political institutions that only seemed to 

exist because of Americans desire for money, the state nothing more than a 

materialistic convention. As opposed to Germany that was a home, almost a 

father to him.19 His short journey to America healed him of the idea of freedom 

and independence, and convinced him that real freedom resides in the heart.20 

He, too, claimed to have witnessed degeneration when he proclaimed the 

famous Kein Nachtigall (No hummingbird). According to him, the bird was 

absolutely right not to come to America and its absence had a serious and deep 

meaning. It was like a poetic curse.  

This is similar to the observations of Baudelaire, when he took up the defense of 

Edgar Poe. Baudelaire said in Edgar Poe, sa vie et ses uvres that the poet was 

choked by the American atmosphere 21 implying no culture could ever develop 

in America. Heinrich Heine spoke of a horrible freedom prison where the 

                                           

 

16 David Ellwood, Anti-Americanism: Why Do Europeans Resent Us?, 
(http://hnn.us/articles/1426.html) 
17 François Ryssen, Généalogie de l antiaméricanisme français, 
(http://www.voxnr.com/cogit_content/documents/Gnalogiedelantiamricanisme.shtml) 
18 Dan Diener, Feindbild Amerika, p. 48 
19 Ibid., p. 46 
20 Ibid., p. 47 
21 François Ryssen, Généalogie de l antiaméricanisme français, 
(http://www.voxnr.com/cogit_content/documents/Gnalogiedelantiamricanisme.shtml) 

http://hnn.us/articles/1426.html
http://www.voxnr.com/cogit_content/documents/Gnalogiedelantiamricanisme.shtml
http://www.voxnr.com/cogit_content/documents/Gnalogiedelantiamricanisme.shtml
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invisible chains would hurt me [him] more than those visible at home 

condemning the idea of freedom in the same way as Lenau. And again, with the 

same spirit as Lenau, he described money as America's only, almighty God 22. 

Even America s seemingly great defender de Tocqueville admitted that he did not 

know any other country with lesser real freedom of speech than America . 

These lines became the most quoted from his La Démocratie en Amérique.23 

These intellectuals had essentially one thing in mind: to denounce America as a 

country where only money mattered and artistic development (culture) was 

impossible. This had an obvious influence upon European views -- or rather 

clichés -- of the United States of America. 

We do not want to be like you! 

Alexis de Tocqueville, among the most prominent supporters of America during 

this period, admitted he was not so much interested in America itself, but in its 

democracy.24 It was this idea of democracy and freedom that irritated most of 

the Europeans who regarded state authority as a symbol of cultural superiority. 

Europe did not want to accept a society where everybody was equal and 

America was the perfect incarnation of such a society with its purely capitalistic 

economy. It was not only the aristocracy that viewed this as the downfall of 

values, but even the middle class felt its noble ideals were fading away.25 Hegel 

saw America as a place where the mob, the most disgusting tyrant of all carries 

out its crude authority. Again, no way of accepting the fact the people are in 

charge in America. He advised all the farmers to go overseas as there, neither 

princes nor nobles exist; there, all people are equal; there, all are the same 

                                           

 

22 Dan Diener, Feindbild Amerika, p. 51 
23 François Ryssen, Généalogie de l antiaméricanisme français, 
(http://www.voxnr.com/cogit_content/documents/Gnalogiedelantiamricanisme.shtml) 
24 Dan Diener, Feindbild Amerika, p. 20 
25 Ibid., p. 25 

http://www.voxnr.com/cogit_content/documents/Gnalogiedelantiamricanisme.shtml
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