Eternal Europe?

A historical review of the ‘Concept of Europe’

If Europe is just a fiction or a neat current ideology, than it is a very successful one. Still it is not easy to point out, what we actually mean by mentioning it. The concept is changing all the time, and in these days it is facing the danger of becoming inflationary. “For a long time now, Europe can not be regarded as a simply geographical term. With it we denote a certain value system, possibly a shared way of thinking, though in recent years it seems to become a political concept.” – wrote Mihály Vajda in 1984.
 It is remarkable that he speaks of recent years, not about decades, ages or eternity. Like all traditions, the political issue Europe is an invention, possible not a very old one.

Even if we start to consider the geographical definition, which seems to be the most certain one, we can face surprises. Does the continent really have proper boundaries? To the west the Atlantic surely is a firm border. The unfriendly climate to the north has also a similar function, although it is less a line than a broad area. The situation is however completely different to the east and even to the south. The imaginary eastern border of Europe has moved throughout the times from the Rhine to the Ural. None of them were really definite. The fact that most of the tribes witch settled down in Europe, not to mention the ones who moved here and perished, came from Asia through the Steppe, should convince us. And as for the Mediterranean Sea - that was always rather connecting than dividing. Therefore if we concern geography as a science dealing with the environmental conditions of civilisation, we must confess, that Europe can not be defined in such certain terms like America or Australia.

Maybe that is exactly the reason why there are so many attempts to find a rather ‘metaphysical’ definition. When asked about Europe, intellectuals prefer to respond in terms of culture, religion, common values and historical development. These concepts themselves cover very vague ideas, but at least it is a starting point. Rather pragmatically minded will talk about economics. It is indeed hard to refuse that, in a realistic approach, market interests can be seen as the strongest drive for the unification process. Though that process is not automatic, it has to be carried out by the politics. This includes substantial changes in social relations. The 19th century idea of the nation will very slowly have to clear the stage to make place for the new, supranational complex. Therefore new ‘traditions’ have to replace the old ones, to ensure that political control of society – which is based on symbolic rituals and ideas to a great extent
 – is not eroded. This becomes obvious when we consider the struggle of European politicians to create positive symbols to be associated with the concept ‘Europe’ and the political process it is standing for. These include a flag, an anthem (not just accidentally Beethoven’s ‘Ode an die Freude’), passports, most recently a common currency, and city names reminding us of the stations of the unification process, like Brussels, Maastricht, Amsterdam, Copenhagen and others.
 It is also the strategy of the eurosceptics to fight a war on the connotation of these symbols, in which they have been, for example, successful to create a bad taste linked to ‘Brussels’ as the horror vision of a bureaucratic ‘moloch’. The battle on the image of the currency ‘Euro’ is still not settled.

So let us assume as working hypothesis, that in these days Europe is above all a legitimation and a brandname for an economically motivated substantial change of a political entity. We cannot do wrong with - seen from an idealist’s perspective - such a minimalist approach. If there is more behind the concept, we will find it. If not, at least we will not be disappointed.

Considering the common political usage of the term ‘Europe’ we will discover a particular dialectic. In most cases we mean something that already exists but at the same time something to be created. We do not draw a sharp line between the descriptive and the normative meanings. Now if we wonder about the overlapping of two obviously different ideas, one answer could be that the new Europe is supposed to be heir to the old one. The consequence than is, that even if one tries to legitimize different interests by the concept ‘Europe’ he still will be bound to refer to the existing connotations. However history, in this case, is very generous as it offers a wide variety of possible interpretations to its ‘legacy’.

Now, let us have a closer look on European ideas in history to see whether we will be able to find something comparable to the up to date concept in earlier times. As for antiquity, we will notice that the name itself, although created by the Greeks, simply served to distinguish the Greek mainland from the islands.
 The centre of the ancient world was the Mediterranean area and the Orient. A short look on Herodot can convince us that the ‘barbarian’ North belonged more in the realm of legends than in the focus of everyday political interests. That has not changed much for the Roman Empire, although Gallia and Britannia have been added to the ‘civilised world’. Not even the Middle Ages brought changes in the common point of view. Carolingian and German kings called themselves Holy Roman Emperors, until 1806. In the East Byzantine, later Russian rulers also regarded themselves as the true heirs to the Empire. They were supported by the common historical concept of the four empires of which the Roman was supposed to be the last one, which only would be followed by the Apocalypse.

Even though not received fully conscious, a fundamental change occurred with the fall of Western Rome. The merging of the Mediterranean, Christian and Germanic elements the foundations of the civilisation, which would later became the ‘European’ one where laid. The same happened in Eastern Europe by the fusion of the Slavic tribes with Eastern Christianity. By the 11th century Christianity evolved as the ‘common denominator’ of the peoples in the European area, even though there were exemptions. However we must not forget, that the common men of the period did not really care about the rest of the world. The higher viewpoint remained the privilege of the educated.

So when did the people started to perceive Europe as a political and historical entity? Because of the vagueness of the term this can not be located definitely. But we possibly do not err too much by focusing on the Thirty Years War. This was the culmination of a process, which began with the reformation, when the unifying religion seemed to fall apart. The great war, in which almost all of the European countries were involved, must have been a crucial shared experience. And it affected not only small numbers of nobles and soldiers, but devastated and depopulated vast areas. The Peace of Westphalia, at last, was the first attempt to regulate a shared political space.

The next similar experience was undoubtedly the French revolution and the wars it has brought about Europe. However, the revolution itself set a new entity as the supreme political unit: The nation. Its ambiguity lies in the fact, that while it spread common ideas of the Enlightenment through the entire continent, it also advocated the particularism of nation-states. The political values set by the revolution are still dominant in the construction and maintenance of cultural identity.
 Therefore it might be not too surprising, that the enemies at the revolution perceived themselves as the real Europeans, as the defenders of an ordered political space and its genuine structure. The Vienna Congress created the ‘concert of Europe’, which remained dominant till the First World War and still influent afterwards, in some aspects probably even today. The leading personality of the Congress and the post-congress Europe up to 1848, Fürst Metternich, claimed to be a ‘European’ politician.
 He meant being part of a European type ruling class and therefore experiencing the same political structures all over Europe. The common habits of the aristocracy all over Europe made that perception easier for him, as for example they all spoke French and maybe Italian as primary means of communication.

The period from 1848 to 1945 can be regarded as a century of nationalism and cultural particularism. But even though there have been developments, which proved to be extremely influent for European political culture. To mention just one of them, we can point out the evolving of social democracy and, following, internationalism, as genuine European movements. As one of their effects European market economies are not only “Western”, but still distinct from their relatives in North America. The 19th century also has seen a phenomenon, which can be regarded as the prototypes of the European Union: multinational empires, taking the form of modern states. I speak mainly of the Habsburg Empire and (pre 1871) Prussia, in a broader sense Russia can also be taken into account. Despite all later accuses about being ‘prisons of nations’ these empires proved to be powerful and previous to 1817/18, stable political entities.

The evolution of the Common European Market, later European Community in the afterwar years has been from our perspective an ambiguous process. It was exclusively Western European, a bulwark created by the United States against the Empire of the Evil and its satellites. Europe itself was maybe never parted to that extent (with probably the exemption of the Ottoman Empire). The linking space between its Western and Eastern extremes, Central Europe vanished from the maps and from the political vocabulary. It was brought back by the revolution 1989 and the dissolution of the Soviet Union, which ended the Cold War and opened a completely new chapter in European History. Its extents are still not fully recognised today, but we will have to, at latest at the moment, when the first formerly East European countries achieve admission to the Union. That will be the step from a block status to an open empire. And the main challenge for the new empire will be the lack of the unifying enemy, which demands a positive cultural definition of what is making up Europe, what are the conditions to belong to Europe.

At the end of our historic survey we therefore arrived at the most acute dilemma of the ‘concept Europe’. The term culture should not be mistaken as denoting the recreational sphere of the upper class, like literature, art or music. It is even more than a set of dominant philosophical ideas or religious values. The most important point about culture is, that it is linking people – on the intra-, maybe even on an inter-class level – together, making them feeling to belong to a community. A common cultural space is therefore an area where one can feel being familiar with ones environment at any location. There will be of course gradually differences of familiarity, but according to Hegel at a certain point quantity turns into quality, so above a certain level things become not just very unfamiliar, but explicitly foreign. The common experience, however, is influenced by the institutions of the common political entity, and especially their low-level appearance, for “it is in these institutions that culture is put to a test and often a challenge”.

To put it short, the main challenges that the architects of New Europe are facing are the following. There is a lack of one shared language, which is one of the greatest obstacles of cross-border communication, for no one will seriously attempt to abandon the numerous national dialects. European symbols are not yet powerful enough and the positive connotations do not extend the ones of national symbols. The same holds for rituals, there are hardly any ones, which could be regarded, as truly European. One of the most serious and urgent problems – not even solved on nation level yet – is the incorporation of immigrants, and minorities. This is especially essential in the case of groups like the Romani, whose values are significantly different from the dominant culture. The question of the Eastern Enlargement has been touched above, but it is of course far more complex. There are, for example, very different attitudes towards the state, its institutions and civil society. The incorporation of these societies in a common political body could prove as difficult as the German reunification, with its colonialist attitude
, where real unity could not be achieved even after a decade of common – national – state.

Some of the steps in creating a shared culture could be the promoting of language abilities, the spreading of everyday multilinguality (regarding the availability of information, e.g. newspapers, television). As already mentioned an emphasis should be put on creating common positive symbols, common rituals (e.g. holidays). Therefore we can conclude that it is still a long way to go in the process of European nation building. Like 1789 and 1848 boosted the idea of the nation, the idea of ‘Europeanness’ still needs its revolution, even though 1989 seemed to be a fortunate starting point.
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