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Introduction: Perspectives on European
Unity and Diversity

Johann P. Arnason

UESTIONS REGARDING EUROPEAN integration, its background and
Qits prospects have already been raised in this Annual, and the dis-
cussion will continue in a later issue. Volume 5 was devoted to migra-
tions and borders, which will not be covered in the present volume; the
next one will deal at length with relations between North and South
within and beyond Europe, not addressed here, and in particular with
the dynamics of debt and crisis. The chapters below are selective explo-
rations of historical, regional and substantive aspects. Historical per-
spectives are briefly outlined as a way of contextualising recent trends;
regional approaches focus on cases often seen as peripheral and there-
fore less present in mainstream debates than are the core countries of
the European Union (EU); substantive analyses highlight problems
arising in the most recent or current phases. The Brexit upset, unfolding
as this is written and likely to cause further trouble, is noted in connec-
tion with broader developments.

Integrative processes of various kinds were at work in Europe long
before the postwar project of unification, and the latter can be under-
stood only in light of earlier constellations and transformations. At the
same time, it should be emphasised that integrative moves were always
accompanied by divisions and intertwined with counter-trends. If we
reflect on Europe from a long-term perspective, four different periodi-
sations and temporalities must be considered. There is, first, the whole
trajectory of Europe as a historical formation. All of that experience
is, in one way or another, relevant to questions of present and future
importance. There is, notoriously, no consensus on the dating of Euro-
pean beginnings (the present writer has identified some ten different
answers to that question). This is not the place to pursue the contro-
versy; the view adopted here, though neither explained in detail nor
essential to most of the papers, is that it makes most sense to regard
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Europe as emerging from the transformation of the Roman world: that
is, from the fourth to the ninth centuries ce. One major reason for tak-
ing that line is that — contrary to modernist orthodoxy - European
nation-forming processes can be traced back to this epoch (for a strong
but neglected formulation of this thesis, see Zientara 1997). The story
begins with the co-emergence of two divergent but interconnected
Europes, Western Christian and Byzantine, and the former’s road to
dominance was a long-drawn-out one.

A second historical frame of reference is the European experience
and interpretive patterning of modernity. Early modernity is widely rec-
ognised and extensively studied as a historical epoch, and the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries are mostly taken to mark its onset. Historical
research has also shown that the emergence of modernity is not to be
understood as an exclusively European breakthrough followed by diffu-
sion. Atleast some of the trends taken to define the new epoch appeared
in various parts of Eurasia, notably in Islamic empires and in East Asia;
but due to a concatenation of circumstances (to use Weber’s terms),
the mutation took a more expansive and transformative turn in Europe
than elsewhere, and this episode is therefore more easily equated with
the formation of a new civilisation (it should be underlined that none
of the terms used here implies a value judgement).

The trajectory of modernity, including the multiple interactions of
Europe with other regions, culminated in the short twentieth century,
from 1914 to 1991. This periodisation is now very widely accepted by
historians; both its beginning and its end are more visible in Europe than
elsewhere, but their global ramifications are indisputable. On the other
hand, there are weighty reasons to construct a longer twentieth cen-
tury, not so much as a separate frame but as a useful complement to the
short one. The expanded period then ends with the great recession of the
early present century; the beginning is less obvious but the years around
1880 are a plausible choice. They saw the breakthrough of the second
industrial revolution, the German take-off to great power status, the
final acceleration of Western colonial expansion, and the polarisation of
power blocs within Europe. Both the long and the short versions are of
major importance for the fourth and final chronological framework: the
history of the postwar integrative push, embodied in the institutions of
the EU, and of its often unforeseen ramifications.

Within the limited space of this volume, there can be no balanced cov-
erage of all these historical dimensions. The majority of the chapters deal
with aspects of European integration in the specific sense indicated in the
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preceding paragraph. But there are some references to long- and middle-
term developments, and it may be useful to outline the approaches in
debate on those levels. Interpretations of the European trajectory can
draw on the legacy of civilisational analysis, strongly rooted in classical
sociology from Weber and Mauss to Elias and Eisenstadt, but it should
be noted that this background does not exclude major differences. Three
chapters published here (by Chris Hann, Toby Huft and the present
writer) reflect civilisational points of view and illustrate their diversity.
One line of analysis stresses basic continuities (not unchanging founda-
tions) of Europe as a civilisation. Another version casts doubt on the
idea of Europe as a civilisational unit in time and space, but insists on
the application of civilisational concepts to European history. As noted
above, the transformation of the Roman world gave rise to three civili-
sations; the one most relevant to later European destinies is commonly
known as Western Christendom, but it may be mentioned that a recent
major work (Baschet 2018) refers to it as feudal civilisation. Its relation-
ships with the two other cultural worlds have been described as inter-
civilisational encounters. And if the conception of modernity as a new
civilisation is accepted, European history in the second millennium cg
is marked by a major rupture. Finally, a third variation on civilisational
themes broadens the geocultural and geopolitical focus, envisaging the
Eurasian macro-region as a civilisational zone. The spatial enlargement
then allows a temporal extension, taking into account the very long-term
interaction of regions and centres.

Another way of contextualising the longue durée and the successive
turns of European paths is linked to visions of world history or global
history. These terms are not always synonymous, and when they are
distinguished, there is no agreement on the defining points; to be brief,
world history stresses the plurality of cultural worlds and historical
trajectories, without necessarily foregrounding their interconnections,
while global history places a stronger emphasis on globalising processes,
while leaving scope for disagreement on their origins and patterns. In
any case, analyses in this vein tend to view both the formation of Europe
and its subsequent transformations as results of complex interregional
processes, and to remain sceptical about conceptual schemes (including
civilisational ones) applied to unfolding chains of events.

Although discussion of postwar integration does not necessitate
explicit references to world horizons or global contexts, it would not
seem far-fetched to suggest that the chapters dealing with that field have
affinities with the approach just outlined. They all treat the present state
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of European integration as a pattern in process, to be understood in
relation to historical contexts and dynamics, not as a definite achieve-
ment to be theorised in terms of strong models. Theories of European
integration had a certain appeal when the situation seemed conducive
to visions of further progress. The rival models applied in this spirit
are reminiscent of basic sociological paradigms: there are functional-
ist, institutionalist and actor-centred explanations. Strong theories of
society, with corresponding explanatory ambitions, came under radical
criticism during the reorientation of sociological discourse in the 1970s
and 1980s. Objections were raised against the overemphasis on norma-
tive integration, and more generally against systemic images of society,
based on unrealistic assumptions about coherence. Michael Mann’s
observation that ‘societies are much messier than our theories of them’
(Mann 1983: 4) sums up a broader current of thought. The notions thus
questioned were often associated with idealised visions of the nation-
state. It may be suggested that the strong theories of European integra-
tion were shifting their focus from the nation-state to a larger domain,
and attempting to find more solid ground for interpretations that had
become less tenable in their original context.

Alan Milward, whose key contribution will be discussed in the third
and fifth chapters, had good reason to note a victory of history over the-
ory (Milward 2000). Some revival of theorising was apparent in the first
years of this century, when enlargement and deeper integration seemed
to go hand in hand and foreshadow further progress. But as a result of
the financial crisis and its fallout, a return to history is obviously on the
agenda. If we look for scholarly responses to this turn, Adam Tooze’s
remarkable analysis of the crisis (Tooze 2018) is so far the most salient
example. As he shows, the integrative institutions and procedures of
the EU are partial patterns, superimposed on a geopolitical and geo-
economic field of tensions. The member states of the Union act and
function within a global capitalist economy with increasingly visible
symptoms of instability; they also relate to global power structures
where the interplay of China, Russia and the USA is of decisive impor-
tance. Divergences and conflicting strategies within the Union affected
responses to the crisis. These internal disputes oppose the Western
European core states to the East Central European ones, and north-
ern and southern parts of the Union, as well as - so far less openly -
the two most important member countries, France and Germany. The
Brexit controversy has opened up a new conflict zone. In addition, dis-
sonances between key institutions of the Union came to the fore when
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the crisis called for counter-measures. The European Council remains
the most important power centre but its relationship to other instances
is not unproblematic. All these considerations add up to a strong case
for restoring historical approaches to their proper place.

To conclude, it should be noted that although the above remarks dis-
tinguish between civilisational and macro-historical perspectives, there
is no reason to leave it there and assume that the two orientations are
mutually exclusive. Rather, the task is to build bridges between them,
and such efforts need not start from scratch. To mention only one exam-
ple, the great historian Marshall Hodgson - increasingly recognised as a
pioneering scholar - outlined a programme for world history; its main
focus was to be on the interrelations of societies and on the large-scale
units emerging from them. Among the latter, Hodgson regarded regions
and civilisations as particularly significant. The idea of civilisations in
the plural referred to ‘certain limited but very important aspects of civi-
lized life’ (Hodgson 1993: 13). These aspects are roughly identical to the
‘civilisational dimension of societies’ singled out by Eisenstadt: the inter-
twining of cultural visions of the world with institutional patterns.

It should also be noted that this way of situating civilisations is closely
linked to a critique of Eurocentrism. In that regard, as in many others,
Hodgson was ahead of his time; in light of later debates, his arguments
can now be taken further and given more precise aims. Eurocentrism
is neither an inbuilt and unchanging feature of European thought, nor
a medieval legacy carried over into modern times (as Brague 2009 and
other authors have argued, medieval Western Christendom was more
aware of centres and origins located elsewhere than later accounts liked
to admit). Nor can it be shown that a whole set of basic notions must be
discarded in order to break with Eurocentrism. The concepts of nation,
state, society and civilisation — as well as many others — have an ambigu-
ous history of overstressed European backgrounds and corrections in
light of other historical experiences. The issue can be clarified in historical
terms. Early modern European perceptions and interpretations of other
cultures were remarkably open to expanding horizons (for a particularly
instructive analysis of this phase, see Osterhammel 2013). A marked turn
to Eurocentrism came later, around and after 1800, and was obviously
linked to the global growth of European power; but in the most com-
plex and ambitious cases, such as in Hegel’s philosophy of history, it also
involved efforts to rethink European traditions in ways that would bol-
ster their claims to primacy in a more manifestly multicultural world.
The nineteenth century was the Eurocentric period par excellence; the
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twentieth-century record is a good deal more mixed, not only because of
the global redistribution of power, but also in regard to developments in
European thought. Eurocentrism was questioned, although less continu-
ously and comprehensively than we might now wish, but the break with
Eurocentric modes of thought is, in any case, bound to be a long-term
and many-sided effort, not reducible to a pre-programmed conversion.
And progress has not been straightforward. Important critical insights
can be found in the work of authors more commonly associated with
Eurocentric views (Max Weber is the most obvious case in point; for
further discussion of his work, see Arnason 2019).

Regional dynamics and divisions

Both civilisational and world or global historical approaches to the
European experience must take note of its regional frameworks. His-
torical regions are still an under-researched theme, and that applies
even more to contrasts and parallels between regional divisions in
Europe and in other parts of the world. But available scholarship in this
field leaves no doubt about the particular salience of regional factors in
European history. Their part in the present troubles of the EU has not
gone unnoticed. Since the chapters in this volume can deal only very
selectively with this aspect, a brief overview is in order.

Around the turn of the century, when Euro-optimism was at its peak,
European integration was widely seen as a Western European project
destined to encompass and upgrade the long- under-developed eastern
periphery of the continent and not confined to pre-established eastern
borders. Recent developments cast doubt on the coherence and solid-
ity of the Western foundations. Most spectacularly, the Brexit saga has
reproblematised the relationship between Britain and the continental
core of the EU. The claim to reaffirm sovereign status and separate des-
tiny has prompted reflections on the historical background. Brendan
Simms (2017) has written a detailed and persuasive account of Euro-
pean connections, decisively important at critical junctures in British
history. His suggestion that the internal structure of the UK might serve
as a model for reform of the EU is less convincing. Rather, the lesson
to be drawn from the impact of Brexit on divisions within the UK and
relations with its Irish neighbour is that the Isles (as Davies 1999 calls
them, in explicit rejection of the all-British view) are a historical region
unto themselves, marked by internal tensions, and that their present
geopolitical makeup may not be a final destination.

6
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Moving eastwards, the Nordic countries obviously matter less for the
prospects of the Union than the UK does. But their record of involve-
ment and detachment is an instructive case of national divergences
within a region. The states in question constitute a clearly demarcated
region, with affinities, connections and cooperative relations all con-
ducive to strong unity. But their attitudes and experiences in relation
to the integrative process differ markedly. For Finland, membership of
the EU, including the eurozone, was an obvious solution to problems
caused by the collapse of the politically constraining but economically
important Soviet neighbour. At the other extreme, Norway’s repeated
rejection of membership exemplifies the most reserved view of the EU
and the greatest distance between political elites and public opinion
on this issue. In between, Danish and Swedish versions of European
engagement have been marked by exemptions and special options, each
in its own ways, with Denmark having a longer and more chequered
history of participation.

East Central Europe (now more commonly but less precisely known
as Central and Eastern Europe) presents a different picture. This is a
region that has recently acquired a clearer profile due to divergences
within the EU; doubts about both its historical reality and its politi-
cal relevance had previously been rife. The case for long-term regional
dynamics can go back to medieval state formation, early modern impe-
rial divisions and experiences of post-imperial states in the aftermath of
World War II. However, the brief but catastrophic Nazi conquest and
the much longer Soviet domination were widely believed to have oblit-
erated East Central Europe as a distinctive region. Visions of a regional
identity, to be remembered as a cultural resource rather than restored,
tended to focus on a broader notion of Central Europe (often with open
questions about the inclusion of Germany). The countries in question
entered the EU in the early phase of eastern enlargement and on similar
terms; later developments led to a certain convergence of their objec-
tions to EU policies. This has been most obvious in regard to the refugee
crisis and the ensuing plans for relocation. To explain this in terms of
xenophobia pure and simple, as is often done in the West, is about as
enlightening as the ‘dormitive virtue explanations’ held up to ridicule in
textbooks of logic. More specific factors should be acknowledged. The
experience of multiethnic societies in late Habsburg and interwar times
has left negative traces in collective memory and is seen as a reminder of
destabilising threats. This can be regretted but not ignored. The fact that
opinion turns against Muslim immigrants without any direct contact

7
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with them is less relevant than is often claimed: East Central Europeans
watch events on the Western side through the inherently sensationalis-
ing medium of television, which results in vastly exaggerated notions of
the problems caused by Muslim immigration, and they combine with
other predisposing factors.

That said, there is some evidence for unified regional resistance to
EU policies (not opposition to the Union as such), and this gives rise
to exaggerated Western perceptions of a V4’ regional bloc. Closer
examination reveals significant contrasts between the countries thus
described. Polish and Hungarian nationalisms have different conno-
tations, not least because of the very divergent experiences of the two
states in recent history. The Czech Republic has so far seen no nation-
alist turn comparable to those of its neighbours. Slovakia, the only V4
country without historical memories of separate statehood, is an atypi-
cal case: it is second to none in the strength of its nationalist attitudes
and the invocation of ‘Christian values’ by otherwise different political
subjects, but it is also the only state in the region to join the eurozone
and has declared its aspirations to join the more rapidly integrating
core if a two-track EU takes more formal shape.

Southeastern Europe is a well-established geopolitical and geocul-
tural category, and numerous histories of that region have been written
(for the most recent example, see Calic 2018). But it is so far the clearest
case of a region not present as such in the context of European integra-
tion. Relations with the EU have had a fragmenting effect. Romania
and Bulgaria were late recruits to eastern enlargement; Greece stands
apart, both because of longer membership and as a result of its unique
crisis; the two ex-Yugoslav member states, Slovenia and Croatia, are not
closely associated, and the former is in many ways more aligned with
East Central Europe.

It remains to consider an area that looms large in contemporary
debate on the problems and unintended consequences of European
integration: the European South. To begin with, it should be noted
that we are not dealing with a historically defined and continuously
researched region (and there is no suggestion of a regional bloc). For
one thing, it would be difficult to draw an eastern border: should
Southeastern Europe be included, or only Greece, or even the east
coast of the Mediterranean? The area that has figured prominently
in regional studies is not Southern Europe but a broader one: the
Mediterranean. It is the subject of the most celebrated and influen-
tial regional study ever written (Braudel 1986), and that work took in

8
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northern and southern shores, as well as western and eastern extremi-
ties, at a time when religious and civilisational divisions within this
space were particularly pronounced. Braudel’s analysis has met with
criticism, and a productive debate on unity and diversity in the Medi-
terranean world is still going on. In any case, the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries saw a radical change in the structure of the region,
through European colonisation of the southern shore, followed by
more erratic ventures at the eastern end. Twentieth-century decoloni-
sation then made it more difficult than before to think of the Mediter-
ranean as a region.

If we think of the South most discussed in relation to the EU’s current
predicament - that is, the northern shore of the Mediterranean - a geo-
political perspective must include both sides of the Adriatic, irrespec-
tive of formal membership (it should not be forgotten that the Yugoslav
collapse, unfolding beyond the Union’s borders, entailed its most spec-
tacular foreign policy failure, largely due to disagreements between core
states). From that point of view, some aspects of the historical back-
ground are worth noting. In the first half of the twentieth century, the
area was particularly marked by civil wars. It was also, partly in that
connection, characterised by a strong and distinctive Communist pres-
ence. The cases in point included the first Communist state to revolt
against Soviet domination (Yugoslavia from 1948), the strongest and
most autonomous Communist movement on the western side of the
Iron Curtain (Italy), but also unsuccessful Communist bids for power,
from Greece after World War II to the much more muted attempt in
Portugal in 1974-5. In the post-1989 phase, the southern European
countries have been the most affected by the disruptive consequences of
economic integration (that connection was already of some importance
for the Yugoslav crisis).

There is one further twist to the question of the South: the possibility
of South-orientated strategies interfering with relations between core
states, especially France and Germany. As Wolf Lepenies shows in a
recent book (2016), French visions of reinforcement through influence
on or allies in the South have a long history, reappeared in recent ini-
tiatives, and should not be written off as obsolete. But they have found
expression in two different projects: a Latin zone and a Mediterranean
horizon of integration. The Latin option, more in evidence after World
War II, proved unrealistic because there were no adequate geopolitical
or geo-economic underpinnings for the claim to a special cultural rela-
tionship with Italy and Spain. The first massive bid to gain mastery over

9
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the Mediterranean was Napoleon’s abortive invasion of Egypt; but the
most fateful move on this front was the attempt to complete the conquest
of Algeria through full incorporation into France, ultimately leading
to a conflict that combined the characteristics of civil and colonial war.
This particularly painful road to decolonisation did not put an end to
Mediterranean visions; they resurfaced in Sarkozy’s 2007 plan for a
Mediterranean Union, thwarted by opposition from other EU states,
especially Germany. It remains to be seen what might still be tried in
response to declining French strength within the Union.

Summary of chapters

The chapters in this volume can be roughly divided into three groups. The
first three deal with historical trajectories and comparisons. Toby Huff
reconstructs the high medieval transformation of Western Christendom,
the matrix of the cultural world later known as Europe, with particular
emphasis on the legal revolution. This process changed basic sociocultural
frameworks and gave rise to new institutions, including the universities
that paved the way for the scientific revolution. By linking this background
to the much later process of European integration, Huff is not following
the well-known line of argument that the shared religious culture of West-
ern Europe was a first step towards unification, followed - with long and
troubled intervals — by the Enlightenment and then by the project of Euro-
pean integration. His thesis is that medieval transformations created deep
structures of modernity, thus enabling later and more far-reaching break-
throughs. Johann P. Arnason focuses on recent historical background and
argues that the conflicts and catastrophes of the twentieth century should
be understood in terms of a civilisational crisis, rather than the frequently
used metaphor of a European civil war. The latter approach is misleading
in several respects. On this view, the Cold War and the division of Europe
are best seen as a continuation of the crisis in different forms due to a
changed environment. To grasp European integration in this context is to
stress its dependence on specific circumstances, the ambiguous logic of its
progress, and its uncertain prospects in a changing global setting. Finally,
Helmut Kuzmics discusses contrasts and parallels between the EU and the
Habsburg empire. The latter is sometimes described as a precursor to the
EU; in both cases, attempts to build a multinational state faced multiple
problems, including some of their own making. Kuzmics takes a closer
look at the Habsburg experience and the lessons it might hold for the strat-
egists of European integration. Although the composite Habsburg state
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underwent major transformations, the core structures of statehood were
much stronger than those of the EU; they nevertheless developed in a way
that obstructed decision-making in critical situations. At the same time,
the imperial centre confronted national forces and nationalist demands
on several levels: movements aspiring to autonomy within the Austrian
domains, the Hungarian state recognised as a sovereign partner, and a
pan-German current boosted by the inescapable alliance with Germany.

The second group of chapters engages with various aspects of the
present situation. Dennis Smith takes the unfinished Brexit crisis as an
occasion to reflect on past vicissitudes, as well as underlying dilemmas
and antinomies of European integration. Reviewing the prehistory,
postwar progress and present troubles of the Union, he applies basic
distinctions of social theory, not least the concepts of system integra-
tion and social integration, to clarify the trends at work; this helps
to distinguish between the institutional dynamics and what another
author has called the informal politics of the EU. He also suggests his-
torical analogies, including court society as described by Norbert Elias,
and draws on literary models to describe the social and political actors
and episodes that have marked the unfolding story. Paul Blokker dis-
cusses the sustained efforts to establish a constitutional framework for
European integration; this is the most ambitious expression of a more
general legalistic trend, but also the level where it becomes most prob-
lematic and provokes resistance. Blokker analyses the constitutional-
ising and judicialising processes of the last decades (with particular
emphasis on the growing role of courts in the institutional edifice of
the Union), their historical roots, their impact on political life, and
the varying supportive and critical interpretations responding to them.
He concludes that the disputed relationship between legal regulation
and political imperatives is a crucial aspect of the EU’s present crisis.
Finally, Natalie Doyle deals with questions regarding the presence of
Islam in Europe and ideological controversies around that issue. She
stresses the multifaceted interaction of Islamic communities with the
European environment, including exposure to economic conditions
shaped by neo-liberalism, as well as different strategies of adaptation
and alternative self-definition. The phenomenon of ‘co-radicalisation’,
the mutual reinforcement of extremisms on both sides, noted especially
by French researchers, should be seen in this context. Doyle criticises
both those who condemn European societies as intrinsically intolerant
and the attempts to equate radical Islam with European totalitarian
ideologies.
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The last section explores some regional perspectives. Ireneusz Pawet
Karolewski considers the increasingly difficult relationship between the
EU and the Central and Eastern European (CEE) states, with particu-
lar reference to Poland. Analysing the disputes between Brussels and
Warsaw in detail and on the basis of ongoing exchanges, he shows that
the most visible conflicts — concerning the rule of law and the responses
to migration — are aspects of a broad divergence. The Polish deviation
from dominant conceptions of European integration should not be mis-
taken for opposition to the Union as such, but the ambition to change
its course is closely linked to the domestic policies of the ruling party. A
very different regional constellation is described in Bo Strath’s chapter
on Scandinavia and Europe. Here, the changing and currently diverse
attitudes to Europe are more prominent than any signs of coordinated
dissent. As Strath shows, Scandinavia (in the broad sense, including
Denmark and Finland) has a long history of complex relationships
with continental Europe, and this experience has left layers of cultural
memory that can still prove relevant to political issues. In the postwar
phase, the countries in question were latecomers to European integra-
tion, and that turn combined in ambiguous ways with the decline of the
Social Democratic hegemony that had been characteristic of a whole
epoch. Both opponents and supporters of Social Democracy expected
European connections to open up new opportunities. Chris Hann pro-
poses a more macro-regional approach. As he sees it, conflicts between
incompatible visions of Europe’s historical experience and desirable
future are a major factor of the present crisis. He suggests that a broader
perspective, enlarged to include the Eurasian world to which the Euro-
pean ‘pseudo-continent’ historically and geographically belongs, might
enable more balanced views of problems and possibilities. There is no
short-term prospect of Eurasian integration but much could be done to
promote more constructive relationships. Hann adds that the geopoliti-
cal and geocultural broadening of horizons should be accompanied by
a historical one, leading to better understanding of the diverse but not
mutually closed civilisational legacies of Eurasia.
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