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Preface

The Art of Difference is a compelling series of reflections by an engaged, steadfast
and fervent European. The chapters, in words and images, juxtapose personal travels
and travails and reflect the flow and intersection of people and ideas. Crisscrossing
Europe, Gottfried Wagner considers the value and future of the EU from every angle –
from an underground theatre in Belarus to the manifestations of the European Capitals
of Culture.
Citing his ‘conversion’ from sceptic to advocate, the essays trace both a personal
and a European development – a movement from Europe as a cultural project to the
need for EU policies for culture. Significantly, they also underline the importance of
moving from reflection to action. While individuals can (and do) champion the European
project and can fuel the debate, the arguments need to resonate across the breadth
of Europe, within and beyond the EU. While there have indeed been some remarkable
achievements, we have reached a moment when it is even more urgent to speak out, to
face the sceptics head‑on and support the development of cultural policies in the EU.
While the author starts from a personal place – which could seem at a great
distance from the hallowed halls of Brussels – he knows that it is strong‑willed
individuals who find others with shared dreams and joint ambitions with whom to forge
alliances and networks that can effect change. It is the ability to translate the personal
into the political, to externalize an internal view, that makes the essays by this eminent
practitioner of European cultural policies such a convincing read. It is the passion of a
committed voice that demands that others sit up and listen.
Wagner notes that it will always come down to ‘political chemistry’, which can
sometimes be frustratingly slow. And even when we are on a reasonable track,
unexpected Goliaths raise their heads – like the global financial turned economic crisis.

7

But it is at these most challenging moments – rather than the seemingly easy ones
– that action must be concerted and forceful, and when change is most urgent and
most needed.
The ‘magic’ starts with the individual − the individual who willingly takes on a
leadership role and will not be swayed in his conviction that ‘The idea of a better world,
spearheaded by Europe, needs to be less awkward, needs to start mobilizing more
and more people who are willing to get engaged. Creative people – artists, cultural
operators, intellectuals, citizens who care about public responsibilities – are crucial for
progress. They have the power to dream and change Europe for the better.’ Gottfried
Wagner’s book has set the scene and identified a way forward, inviting those who
believe in Europe to jump in – despite unexpected turbulence and changing currents.
Katherine Watson Director, European Cultural Foundation
Wolfgang Petritsch Chair, European Cultural Foundation
www.eurocult.org
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1
Introduction

Speaking personally

What is dear to us cannot always be easily told to others – or not in the form we want to
express it. Stumbling can mean that the object is close to us, precious but perhaps also
too complex.
I am a fervent advocate of the EU, but this has not always been the case. In the
1980s I found it easier to say why I was against it. Pure opposition stimulated the
rhetoric of my anger, and it was easy to devise the theoretical weaponry. And when
I turned embarrassment about a deadly deficiency of the European Community (not
being able to prevent war in what was then still Yugoslavia) into a dream (the Union
would learn from that dreadful experience and once more develop the skills to mediate
and ultimately prevent such dangerous conflicts), it was still easier to curse than to
dream. But I knew that this dream mattered, and at a certain moment I decided to take
my share of responsibility.
This ‘conversion’ will hopefully protect me against impatience with Euro‑sceptics
in the future, and help me maintain my sense of humour when it comes to
European matters.
And so I have come to collect some serious and some humorous European
moments, working my experience into a fabric of critical appreciation and commitment
for change. I try not to blame others any more, but to do what I can do myself – including
persuading others to become advocates for the EU.
It has become easier to argue with sceptics face to face about what I now consider
to be a great achievement, one of the greatest political achievements of all. Yet I also
sense around me that passion has faded, that cynicism is in the ascendant. Ignorance
– and I am not here talking about ‘ordinary people’ – is far too prevalent in relation to this
admittedly complicated achievement. Critical public dialogue that could lead to shared
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aspirations and responsible participation in Europe is deplorably rare, absent even. At
the same time, however, there is a willingness to embed interests as well as convictions
in a democratic and just framework beyond the old nation‑state model.
What has particularly driven me in the past decade is the desire to unlock the magic
power of arts and culture, to form alliances with artists and cultural ‘workers’ – who
are essentially cosmopolitan and constructively critical – for the complex business of
(re)discovering a transnational democratic ethos. And it is possible, I think, to use this
‘magic’ to animate the public sphere, as long as these allies remain sharp and honest in
understanding the problems involved, and resilient in wanting to tackle them jointly.
It is possible because more and more ‘cosmopolitan compatriots’ are getting tired
of, and sometimes disgusted with, the smell and noise emanating from narrowly national
or nationalistic kitchens today, where there is a dramatic lack of political culture and
practice with respect to the Union.
My involvement over recent years with European cultural cooperation and policy
advocacy has taught me that transnational political culture is indeed held dear by most
independently minded, creative people, including the many imaginative citizens who do
care about the common good. But it is not advanced forcefully enough in public debate,
is not organized, has not turned into political stances. And it is clearly far more difficult
to mobilize critical commitment for the Union and its institutions – the ‘real thing’ – than
for ‘Europe’ as a residual idea. A vague, partly romanticized notion of Europe can attract
some warm feelings, but politics are left to the bad guys.
Europe as a cultural project? ‘Yes.’ Explicit cultural policies of the Union? ‘Why?’
It can happen that apolitical artists and intellectuals, critical opinion leaders and
enlightened citizens unintentionally join the camp of those with a super‑national instead
of a supra‑national agenda. The creative future meets the national past, and that isn’t
terribly funny.

The idea of this book is to invite Euro‑sceptics on a journey, from the past (memory)
to the future (utopia); from the ‘centres’ to the ‘peripheries’, where they can listen in
on a chat with transnational compatriots and neighbours, oscillating between artistic
evidence and personal impressions. My hope is Francis Bacon’s hope, that ‘by far the
best proof is experience’: the experience that Europe is still a rather smart idea, and that
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As if Thomas Hobbes had passed
through:
‘The life of man, solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short.’ Leviathan.
He was (not) right.
The picture was taken in Sejny,
NE Poland.
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its embodiment, the Union, deserves our critical loyalty and the engagement of those
who care – for culture, in particular.
Ultimately, all the reasoning and questioning, search, affirmative arguments and irony
will, I hope, prove that Europe, the Union, needs cultural policies both internally and in its
external relations within a globalized world.
This book also seeks to contribute to experimental redefinitions of belonging and
commitment, without wholly leaving behind the notion of ‘nations’ or rubber‑stamping
J N Nestroy’s artistic verdict that ‘the noblest nation is resig‑nation’. There is a solid
basis for a larger ‘community of difference’, one that uses European achievements in
transnational democracy to help find common solutions for global challenges.
I believe that we need (in Tony Judd’s words) new ‘collective conversations’ on
progress and responsibility beyond our respective local environments. Equipped with
the most personal sense of possibility (Robert Musil’s Möglichkeitssinn) and the ‘art of
difference’, with resilient individualism and active communities of shared aspirations, we
can – and will – re‑invent Europe.
Put in a much less central‑European mode of word play (I am Austrian, after all),
there is a case to be made for the necessity of two things: new European narratives
that militate against the politics of fear, and cultural policies that help create the spaces
in which these European narratives can operate. And by ‘operate’ I mean ‘work their
magic’, beautifully and provokingly, critically and sensitively, in stubborn uniqueness and
with the capacity to bond.
Despite all the cynicism (and even some lucid scepticism), and despite the
seemingly insurmountable everyday‑political evidence to the contrary, ‘project Europe’
is alive and vitally needed. Yet it needs to be re‑appropriated and owned by its citizens,
and by those who will shape the future.
A mature, democratic Europe that is strong and wise enough to contribute to a fair
and just ‘world order’: the journey towards this is marked by cultural considerations,
artistic footprints even – of freedom, creativity and deeply human projections. ‘Total’
ideologies may have come to an end, but there is still a preeminent desire for ‘sense’, for
‘meaning’. And it is culture, the sharing of cultures – not the ‘culturalization’ of difference
– that has become the key to negotiating difference and finding commonality.
Complex? Certainly. But we needn’t be discouraged. As that master of ‘reading
complexity’, Sigmund Freud, put it: ‘Everywhere I go I find a poet has been there
before me.’ New narratives of Europe will be imaginaires of Europe’s utopian potential,
fundamentally informed by its very mixed past and by its best thinkers and creators.
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Karl Marx would have understood that, as his namesake Chico put it, ‘mustard’s no
good without roast beef’ – the beef being, in this case, Europe’s ‘economic hardware’.
Today, however, Groucho might add that a cultured Europe needs to be a club that
would accept members like him.
I am happy that the publisher, Alliance Publishing Trust, has invited me to illustrate
this journey with a few photographs: amateurish and ‘Marxist’ as they are, they
document an empathy for ‘the possible’.
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2
Memory and
the future

The art of narrating what
we don’t understand
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Michael Haneke’s film Das weisse Band (The White Ribbon), awarded the Palme d’Or
in Cannes and celebrated as a master movie in the category of classic films at its first
appearance, tells the story of darkness from the memories of a far distant narrator who
still – after ages – does not understand, but reveals everything. The artist does not use
artificial light for a story without enlightenment; he ironically names the child protagonist
Clara; while darkness is stark in the chambers of the victims and perpetrators, but the
tiniest candle suffices to reveal the pain. There is almost total silence in the cinema and
no borrowed music distracts the listeners/viewers from a paradigmatic experience
of conflict and memory. Haneke established this village metaphor of a dark continent
without any cynicism – just the opposite. What Karl Kraus started saying about
his compatriots in Die letzten Tage der Menschheit (The Last Days of Mankind) –
‘electrically illuminated barbarians’ – Haneke completes, almost a hundred years later,
with the same seemingly merciless precision, in a narrative of a little light in the dark. Yet
the enlightening power of this extraordinary piece of art lies in the respect he pays to
memory and to the individual, and the radical exploration of the condition humaine in a
very concrete – collective and historical – context.
Art of this kind makes the impossible possible: it stipulates the irreducible twin
nature of, on the one hand, the end of all illusions and, on the other, the persistence of
hope, and of humility (by accepting the enigma) and the vigour of understanding – for
the better; all built on human narration and shared memories.

All memories are personal

It is always individuals that remember, and ‘decide’ (often subconsciously) how their
memories brand their behaviour vis‑à‑vis others. Strictly speaking, therefore, ‘collective
memories’ do not exist.
Personal memories have their own lives, flux and ageing processes. Memories
can remain undisputedly sharp, insisting on just recollection, as opposed to ‘collective
amnesia’ processes. Yet bitterness can also slowly die, hate can fade out and room can
be made for the previously unthinkable.
On the other hand, ideologies, which – often wrongly – claim to encapsulate
collective memories, can indeed structure, bend or colour memories and stir up
emotions for long periods of time. However, ideologies are not memories. Most
obsessive hate speech is not necessarily identical with what individuals feel and are
able to do (or not do).
There is an important – eternal – gate to change: disentangling the personal and
the ‘collective’. ‘Art’ helps a great deal in that. It radically exemplifies how we all use
‘collective’ languages in whatever individual appropriation. Nobel Prize laureate Herta
Müller gives what is probably one of the most individual testimonies of collective fate.
All her works have to do with memory.

The power of collective
narratives

We know only too well that writing history and telling narratives, with the gesture
of gathering and building ‘collective memories’, create a powerful reality (‘culture’),
particularly if ‘told’ by state or private mass media and canonized in education, art, the
military and politics.
The ‘politics of memory’ can become the essence for legitimizing policies (as
opposed to the principally non‑instrumental artistic ways of capturing memories).
Those who have the keys for making up the leading official narratives have power, or
are befriended by those in power. Such bards, writers, composers, photographers,
filmmakers and historians are in fact very influential cultural agents in the ‘narrative
business’. And the other way round: those in power – economic power, military power,
legal(‑istic) power and also those democratically elected – depend, to varying degrees
though, on the storytellers, the image‑makers – and fear them, from time to time. (Again,
Herta Müller is the most recent embodiment of the endless line of seemingly powerless
though feared artists, like Anna Akhmatova or Emile Zola.)
Culture, in particular where intrinsically engaged with identity issues of groups –
nations, for example – enshrining ‘collective memories’, becomes the texture of power.

Memory and the future
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Culture is the narrative of power, often; but culture also breeds the narratives of how to
break power.
Culture is the realm of the double‑headed Janus, and the arts are not innocent either,
unless they responsibly serve the differentiation of the individual, without compromise.

Shifting narratives,
and memories

As we know, it happens that old ‘public narratives’ come to no longer match realities. It
happens that persistent memories and the integrity in the search for the truth stir up the
silence of amnesia and establish a discourse, and – maybe – reconciliation. It happens
that large groups of individuals ‘forget’, or that their memories of the same topic alter
substantially, or allow for new attempts to ‘meet the other’, to cooperate, to apologize, to
forgive; or simply to be curious once again about the past and the future. It happens that
pure interest in a better way of living makes dominant patterns of recollection and ruling
myths counterproductive. It happens that enemies start becoming neighbours again,
and start dealing with one another, trading goods and, ultimately, ‘trading memories’. It
happens that intimate processes of new, productive ‘encounters’ become public; and
for a while there can be greater synchronicity between the personal/individual and the
public, in a good sense.
But what is it that makes this happen? Many things: life, simply; time; credible
individuals; artists who dare to break taboos; shifts in power, technology and the
economy; conditions for enlightenment; wise politics.
Since this process is, ultimately, about peace or war, it can be crucial to know what
makes the memories and aspirations of different groups at least mutually compatible,
even if we cannot yet speak about joint projections.
Such processes need a few who go ahead by being the first to go very deep, hurting,
before societies can move forward. It needs the Natalia Ginzburgs and Primo Levis, the
Senghors, Coetzees and Lojze Kovacics of this world.

Memories and aspirations,
and the need for
commonalities

Although memories are strictly personal and ‘collective memories’ are a construct,
‘imagined commonalities’ and, even more so, ‘imagined communities’ are essential
for organising life beyond individuals. The question is maybe not so much whether
these commonalities/communities need the construction of shared imagination, but
rather how ‘sharing’ is structured – by myths, by ‘collective memories’ that are directed
top‑down, or by ‘democratic’ narratives that are co‑narrated (not only adopted) by
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‘From error to error one discovers the
entire truth.’ Sigmund Freud.
Paris, Jardin des Tuileries
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Forgotten
Near the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam, temporarily housed near
the Central Station.
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individuals, and can be shared/negotiated among larger groups; maybe even beyond
the boundaries of tribes, ethnicities or nations.
There is, therefore, an eternal battle to win over the individual and his/her subscription
to conflicting interpretations – and, of course, to the politics that builds on them; and
there is an eternal battle of the individual for autonomy and freedom of choice, for being
independent of mass movements influential at the same time in ‘making politics’.
The Agora of Athens occurred a long time ago. The face‑to‑face process of
negotiating interests, closely interwoven with the cathartic Greek tragic drama, cannot
be reinvented for large communities in the 21st century. However, what needs to
be kept alive and invigorated is the art of education, Bildung for participation for the
common good.
The battle about shared memories is essentially tough, because – and if – it is about
sharing ideas for a better future and helping them to come true. Sharing aspirations
needs some sort of sense of the past – a past to be overcome; or not to be forgotten;
or a past to be re‑established; or to be told appropriately differently: the ‘memory of
humankind’ today needs to be global, told by the art of people.
The battle for the individual now and of individuals at any given moment is about the
past as it appears in memories, and the future as it often appears in ideologies – or in a
democratic vision. The only link between the past and the future is the individual, while,
on the other hand, no individual can shape the future ‘alone’.
There can be no shared memories without the memory of the individual and no
shared aspirations without individuals, which is why history is so important, as well as
cultural and political participation. Geschichtsvergessenheit (being oblivious about the
past) can be as sterile as it can be deadly; Geschichtsversessenheit1 (being obsessed
with the past) can occupy the political marketplace with murderous arguments. Yet it is
never an issue of ‘too much history’ (as Winston Churchill famously said: ‘The Balkans
produce more history than they can consume’); it is always about a missing culture of
‘negotiating memories’. Less Hegel, perhaps, and more Nietzsche.

Negotiating difference

Mutuality in recognizing and negotiating difference is crucial for people’s take on their
past and the future – essential in the process of weaving a culture of responsibility.
1 Uta Frevert (2003) ‘Geschichtsvergessenheit und Geschichtversessenheit revisited: Der jüngste
Erinnerungsboom in der Kritik’, Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte vols 40–41, p6–13. Bonn, Bundeszentrale für
politische Bildung.
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Ideologies ‘solve’ both challenges of sharing – interpretation of the past and
projections of the future – and are somehow ‘total’, if not totalitarian; there is no, or not
much, space for dealing, trading or serious public negotiation; individuals lose their
integrity or are restricted to private spheres: in the end, their memories are publicly
subsumed under the dominant identity discourse; their aspirations are ‘delegated’. Even
in less obvious systems of ideological rule, where individual subscription to the official
story line seems to be consciously voluntary and ‘collective memories’ are willingly
cheered for the sake of ‘collective identities’, the negotiation of difference is often not
welcome: exclusion happens quickly; non‑conformist doubts produce suspicion.
A ‘democratic vision’ – shared aspirations for the future, based on negotiated
interpretations of the past that respect diversity – is necessarily made of and found in
complex processes of private and public discourse, of communicative education and
participatory and inclusive culture, which ideally happen within (very often not achieved)
nurturing frameworks of basic safety, societal fairness and economic wellbeing.
Yet politics tends to reduce complexity and engineer the balance between the
individual and the collective rather than investing in processes of negotiation. But we
have learned (although some have not given up trying to learn all over again) that social
engineering is a phantasm, largely limited and limiting, and, even if ‘successful’, often
creates paranoid and deadly structures of homogeneity by trying to mould memories
and hopes.
Humankind has gathered impressive knowledge about the limitations of the
human will and the failures of ‘engineering’. Nevertheless, despite this, and maybe
even because of it, we cannot give up trying the impossible: to create conditions for
equality and solidarity for (as many as possible) individuals to flourish; accompanied by
narratives of a just, fair and free ‘commonwealth of all’.
History and memory seem to make this dream an unlikely scenario; yet Europe’s
history, to be specific, also represents a powerful source of inspiration to become
engaged again and again.
The role of art is precisely to keep inspiration alive, to recall the necessary dream of
freedom, of the individual and of the common good beyond the ‘either/or’, and beyond
simplicity, and to deconstruct ideology; movies like Das weisse Band or Le grand
voyage sharpen our senses to a point where we feel the pain, but the beauty as well;
they – as art in general – prevent false hopes, and thus generate hope in the most
paradoxical way: the only way of hoping that reaches beyond the private sphere without
some kind of ideological bending.
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Why? What makes art so unique? Because the best narratives of art are
purpose‑free; uniquely non‑instrumental; simply human. (It has to be recalled, although
it is obvious, that art is not innocent either, and neither are artists, of course.)

Paradise lost

What is it that makes lively democratic culture – sharing memories and aspirations (and
action, ultimately) particularly in ‘communities of difference’ – so difficult to achieve
and preserve?
Some determining reasons are the ‘human factor’, our ‘lack of innocence’, the
persistence of ambiguity. No one is free of limitations, damage, blind spots, fears,
inherited prejudice, narcissistic hunger and despair. The concept of the individual at
the crossroads between memory and future, as irreplaceable it is, is deeply flawed,
as we have seen throughout history – from Aeschylus to Augustine and Foucault.
Haneke – seemingly merciless – even lets us look into the cold, fearful and cruel eyes
of those who usually serve as the icons of innocence: children. Is it just history that he
tells us from the brink of the First World War? Gone? Memory only? Do we have any
reason to abandon Hobbes’ Leviathan, Voltaire’s Candide, Freud’s Das Unbehagen
an der Kultur, after Ivo Andrić, Miroslav Krleža and Alexandar Tisma? Can we claim that
‘post‑Second‑World‑War progress’ has finally radically educated Europeans? No.
Religion, for that matter, has been one of the repositories of the most moving
imaginaires – a powerfully activating one, though – with a longue durée impact far
beyond its own remit. But Haydn’s Schöpfung – however beautifully it celebrates
heavenly order and earthly love – cannot make us forget Dante’s Inferno and Milton’s
Paradise Lost. All the wisdom of the founders of beliefs, in their most astonishing acts
of tying together memories and narratives for the future in dialectical metaphors of
responsibility and humility, was embedded from the very beginning in contradictions:
cruelty and mercy; the law (Moses) – and marketing (Aaron); 2 equality – and war
against the (br)others.
Other grand narratives have had a similar fate of becoming (sometimes) ideals,
(sometimes) glorious, and ultimately the midwives of devastation. Humankind has
gone through many paradigms of structuring memories and history, and related
concepts of changing the world for ‘the better’ (or the worse) – tribal, social, racial and
economic paradigms. Critique and disentanglement have been successful over time
on paper, and sometimes in real life. More often, though, enlightened distancing has
2 Arnold Schoenberg Moses und Aron, Ruhrtriennale 2009, Jahrhunderthalle Bochum, booklet for the premiere.

Memory and the future

21

had no impact whatsoever on ‘lived history’. The ultimate ‘agent’ – the individual – has
been empowered and questioned, both as a concept and in ‘reality’; and we know
much more about his/her unconscious, hidden drives. Still there is fear, helplessness,
exclusion, obsession and force, as there is empathy, solidarity and optimism.

European narratives

Europe in particular has been a ‘dark continent’,3 and even the most beautiful and
glorious works of art and architecture often are the ‘brightest’ proof of this: examples of
power and creative sophistication at the expense of many local and global victims. The
20th century saw the ultimate darkness; fascism and communism formed the absolute
total (‘cultural’) narratives, which supported their total rule.
Yet, despite the totality of ideology and destruction, people ‘lived hope’, and not only
a few resisted; many kept their integrity; the memories of the millions of victims, freedom
fighters and ordinary people have been told – in nutshells – in literature and art, plays
and movies; stories of the perpetrators have been told and analysed; a large panorama
emerged after the Second World War of painfully coming to terms with history without
again creating exclusive narratives. In parallel, on the macro‑political stage, the old
idea of progress – including overcoming ‘the national’ in its most disastrous forms –
has surprisingly gained ground again, sheltered and developed by the ‘most boring
institutional setting’ of the exciting European integration process.
Today, there are many problems related to this New Europe success story: its ‘old’
narratives of overcoming war and hatred may still be very valid, yet do not seem to ‘work’
any longer for the young, and many others – there are hardly any (or no) new European
narratives for the ‘contributive societies’4 of the future.
And Europe’s task of integration is far from being completed. The ‘Western
Balkans’ or south‑east Europe had been almost forgotten (excluded) in the dominant
Euro‑narratives before it imploded through its memories and conflicts. There is a close
interconnection between the two: the lack of an integrated vision of Europe and the
uncompleted inclusiveness.
For this and other reasons it is still astonishing and difficult to believe that after the
wars in the former Yugoslavia no significant means for ‘cultural reconstruction’ were
provided by the EU. Why? Was it the lack of understanding of the power of narratives?
3 Mark Mazower (2000) Dark Continent: Europe’s Twentieth Century New York, Vintage Books.
4 Bernard Stiegler (2008) Die Logik der Sorge: Verlust der Aufklaerung durch Technik und Medien Frankfurt,
Edition Unseld.
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‘The past is never dead, it is not
even past.’ William Faulkner
Picture taken in Het Twiske,
near Amsterdam.
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No flyposting!
(An order against all odds, and memory.)
Picture taken in Gnadenwald, Tyrol
(literally translated, ‘forest of grace’).
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Ignorance about the ‘negotiation of cultures’? Or the opposite: the fear of those
powerful narratives, and of the ‘instrumentalization’ of memories?
In the meantime, auspices are more promising: (‘even’) the Western Balkans will/
may soon become part of the EU. The narrative of reappropriating ‘a future’ will probably
slowly replace the narratives of the past, of one pitted against another.
Yet this ‘Union’ is (and will most likely remain) split in other ways: between the ‘haves’
and the ‘have‑nots’; between those who appreciate the apparently boringly institutional
equilibrium of commonality in a transnational community and those who prefer the
shivers of retrograde and new forms of exclusion and identity‑based belonging. Between
‘citizens’ (in) and ‘non‑citizens’ (out) living next door, with shared and divisive memories.
Large parts of those ‘in’ and those ‘out’ have to come to terms with ever‑present
sediments of fear. ‘What if?’ ask many, fearing violence, poverty, humiliation. The
politics of fear capture and reinforce these feelings of being excluded or eventually
becoming excluded and provide the respective media cocktails of stories, memories
and projections: a mix of ‘real’ social and individual experience and anxiety. The worst?
The politics of fear needs smokescreens for its power games as the medium that allows
the making of selfish politics backstage.
Narratives do not replace good basic politics, good socio‑economic conditions for
development, justice and societal fairness; that’s obvious. But narratives are sometimes
decisive for perceptions, as strong as ‘reality’, or decisive even for the development of
policies and politics. (Cultural) narratives (and the selection of memories on which they
are built, as well as the selection of the aspirations that are chosen) are key for what we
call ‘meaning’. Culture is about meaning. In that respect narratives decide the chemistry
between individuals and thus the ‘nature of societies’.
Europe, the EU, as a result of the dark history of the continent, is the first ever
community of the postnational, of the voluntary ceding of powers, and of transnational
checks and balances. It has, however, not yet developed its own narratives matching the
new level of organising the common good.
There are good reasons for this; among them the historical experience of the failure
of ‘master narratives’. But the prize of this absence of narratives is significant: narratives
are ‘appropriated’ by those who are looking back, or looking inwards, or restricting the
view to ‘sameness’ (eg ethnicity).
On the other hand, ‘project Europe’ would not have been so successful without an
alliance of pretty sober ‘reformists’. Yet today they need to be supported by the creative
citizens of Europe, citizens from the worlds of the imagination, art and culture (however
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limited their influence on ‘exclusive’ attitudes and practices may appear at first sight)
and of education (particularly because something seems to have gone wrong: while the
numbers of better‑educated individuals have risen sharply in the last decades, too many
of these seem to be mainly concerned with self‑interest, the religion of wild capitalism
and group ideologies).
It is not clear whether Europeans are able to develop powerful narratives. These
should be straightforward and sophisticated, reflect the lessons of the past and the
memories of difference and equality, and seed trust in the future. They should be
narratives that celebrate the individual and the culture of responsibility across borders
and boundaries, across nations and ethnicities; narratives that are ‘diverse’ and ‘warm’,
elaborate and moving; narratives that make people feel belonging, responsibility and
pride in a personal and shared, local and cosmopolitan perspective.

Narrating what we
start to understand

Maybe it is time to admit that such utopian dreams are precious and that we are mature
enough to dare to dream again, but wiser, without shortcuts to ideologies. Citizens
would start narrating their European stories of negotiated memories and shared
aspirations. European narratives cannot be invented top‑down; yet enlightened
democratic leadership will be needed to inspire participation in a non‑technical sense
in the struggle against the politics of fear; and artists to ‘disentangle the personal and
the collective’. It looks like many are doing the right thing, or trying to do it, looking for
fellows. Ulrich Beck5 tries it with emotional bonding through political narratives, while
NGOs like the European Cultural Foundation have launched the cultural search for new
European narratives.
Maybe it is time to weave together these millions of strands into a common narrative
of hope: Europe can play an outstanding role in transforming sheer power into energy
for all, in a mutually respectful cosmopolitan commonwealth.
[Note on this text. First published in Conflict and Memory: Bridging Past and Future
in (South East) Europe, ed Wolfgang Petritsch and Christophe Solioz. Baden‑Baden,
Nomos, 2010.]

5 Ulrich Beck (2009) ‘Das kosmopolitische Europa: Realitaet und Utopie’ in Michael M Thoss and Christina Weiss
(eds) Das Ende der Gewissheiten: Reden über Europa, p57–8. Munich, Diederichs.
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3
Who owns
history?

Budapest, 2010. A very cold start to the year. What is supposed to be early spring
turns out to be a lengthy winter. Streets are getting flooded with rather scary election
propaganda. And with the poor. Old men sleep where they can in the contemporary
fortresses of the banking district.
Forecasts predict an almost two‑thirds majority for FIDESZ, the
national‑conservative party. Despite its liberal roots, FIDESZ has long been unrivalled
for its populism as well as its hidden, or semi‑hidden, anti‑Semitic and anti‑Roma
sentiments. Now it is being challenged on this same ‘ideological’ territory by Jobbik,
a party of the very far right that doesn’t attempt to hide its ultranationalist and racist
intentions, even to the extent of disregarding the law.
The upmarket shops and many of the restaurants are half empty – those that have
not already shut their doors, temporarily or forever. The global crisis hit the country, but
even before that there was a series of home‑made blasts, caused by disproportionate
spending and the failure to consolidate. Populist fighting and negative competition
between political elites have prevented significant reform. What makes people even
more afraid is the lack of vision – perhaps worse, the absence of any national economic
and social master plan.
Visitors from abroad are rare these days. It is not really the season for tourists, but
there seems to be a downturn in destination‑sexiness too. Pecs is one of the European
Capitals of Culture in 2010. Have Hungarians made fellow Europeans notice it at all?
Instead, the breaking news of recent years has been relentlessly gloomy. Harsh
tensions, public blockades of parliament, a prime minister’s leaked confessions of lying
on a grand scale; Roma issues and racist parties threatening to ‘solve’ them; Hungary
missing the Euro‑train; rumours of possible financial meltdown, if not bankruptcy,
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despite Hungary’s comparatively small indebtedness. Budapest, the grande dame,
looks like she wants to compete with her sisters in the depression stakes.
It is not easy for foreigners to grasp the prevailing state of mind or to get a handle on
society’s battles here. It is difficult, therefore, to explore any potential future narratives of
hope for Hungary and for Hungary in Europe.

Terror and memory
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It seems that Hungary’s ills have much to do with differing mentalities, with bitter
contradictions between people’s readings of history, and with violently competitive
ideas of political culture. There is little room for a sober analysis of challenges and the
negotiation of solutions.
How to understand a little better? ‘Go to see the Terror House and the Holocaust
Memorial Centre,’ advises someone who knows well the texture of the country’s
complex fabric.
The Terror House, Andrássi út – noble address – next to the Opera and Café Callas,
surrounded by upmarket shops displaying globally leading brands. Number 60, formerly
the headquarters of the fascist Arrow Cross party, and a place where hundreds of
people were tortured and many killed by the socialists. The memory of pain and tyranny
downtown; post‑Second‑World‑War Budapest’s Ground Zero.
The museum is a 2002 FIDESZ project, prime minister Viktor Orbán’s testimony
and political master narrative. You enter and are greeted by two solemn stones of
destiny: the arrow cross, and the hammer and sickle, shown as the two equal plagues of
20th‑century Hungary, under the label ‘Totalitarianism’. As if to say: ‘Never Again!’
The house has been turned into a monument. In the courtyard, visitors are almost
overwhelmed by the sight of a Soviet tank, and faces, faces, faces on the walls: victims.
Entering the exhibition space, you are confronted with Hungary on the map, from its
largest extension (‘bigger than Italy or the UK’) to its smallest, contemporary emanation:
in 2002 not yet an EU member state, but a ‘shrugged’ country that has lost all its
grandeur, 1920’s Treaty of Trianon the watershed.
Soon the parallelism seems to dwindle to a single strand, the dominant plague.
The Nazi and Arrow Cross terror doesn’t capture much of the space, the attention,
the memory. All of the impressive, massive rest is a great museological show, with
artists and historians depicting communism and Soviet rule (and resistance to it) in a
highly graspable, emotional, sometimes participatory way. It tells the narrative of alien

Terror House, Budapest.
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Terror House, Budapest.
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dominance and socialist terror, leading ultimately to 1989 and the image of Viktor Orbán,
that bitterly populist rival of the post‑communist socialist party.
A double ‘trick’ builds the narrative: the stated parallelism of the two totalitarian (Nazi
and communist) ideologies (without any questioning of who did what first and what that
meant for the others) and the factual dominance of anti‑communism. Perfectly done
as a piece of effective political education aided by the cultural industries. However, as
an example of cultural policies it serves a simplified political culture that permits the
defamation of enemies – including the racial ‘other’, if one takes the propaganda of
Orbán’s party into consideration.
It is a highly ambivalent experience, not because the Terror House represents what
Hungarian friends call ‘a Disneyland of cruel history’, but because it arouses a feeling
of history being instrumentalized: well done in its detail, grounded on well‑documented
facts in many aspects, leading the crowds of pupils that visit the place to a particular
understanding and specific knowledge. Yet there is no democratic consensus of and for
today; no historical compromise; no shared interest in a better future or in negotiating
memories. The Terror House evokes the idea of the sophisticated ownership of history,
and of exclusion.
This can be taken as a sign of what is perhaps a major shortcoming of contemporary
Hungarian political culture: the lack of unified action to assimilate history for the sake of
shared aspirations.
Adjacent to a neo‑Byzantine‑style synagogue, the Holocaust Memorial Centre has a
much less downtown location, in rather working‑class or petit bourgeois surroundings.
It was founded in 2004 by a government led by the ‘other camp’: the Socialist party, in
coalition with the Liberals (which have, in the meantime, almost disappeared). Again,
this represented a big investment; again, it was conceived and built in close partnership
with artists and the best museum designers; again, it is eager to be pedagogical and
clear, enlightening and participatory; again, it takes you on a journey through time, from
early habitual anti‑Semitism to other forms of discrimination; from deprivation of rights to
exclusion and extinction.
In sharp contrast to the Terror House, the centre is totally empty today. No school
classes, no tourists, not a single other visitor. The only people on the spot are a heavily
armed guard, a few people in the box office playing cards, and a girl in the cafeteria who
seems totally ‘lost’ in her books and snacks. It’s like a ghost house.
Society resembles a ghost house when it comes to anti‑Semitism. The contribution
of Hungarian Jews to Hungarian and European culture was and still is exceptionally
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rich, a deep and wide stream of extraordinary talent and energy, producing a long list
of innovators, in science, music, literature, etc. The history of the Holocaust in Hungary,
both in its home‑made and German‑Nazi‑enforced aspects, is of course terribly cruel.
Hundreds of thousands were killed, most of them in Auschwitz. And yet political parties
can still openly compete with each other over who is more explicitly anti‑Semitic.
The Nobel Prize winner and death‑camp survivor Imre Kertesz has been depicted as
non‑Hungarian: a shameless example in a shameless chain of defamation. Hungary is
probably unrivalled in contemporary Europe for the way the mechanisms of nationalist
and racist propaganda all still seem to be in use. Yet who knows? Perhaps it is sheer
coincidence that today the Holocaust Memorial Centre is totally empty.
There were other empty halls. The work of Hungary’s 2009 Venice Biennale artist
Peter Forgacs (see Witness Box photo essay), who made probably one of the strongest
contributions to the Biennale ever, is on display at the Ernst Museum. Forgacs dived
deeply into the history of racism. He studied the racist measurements and experiments
of a certain Dr Wastl in camps in Austria – a meticulous documentation of inhumanity.
His shocking and, strange as it may sound, beautiful show ‘Col Tempo’ reveals – like a
hammer blow! – the dignity of human beings, of the individual, and adds an important
chapter to the narrative of the human face, its devastation and triumph, from Giorgione
to Second World War collections of perversity. Not a single visitor.
What a pity! Because this exhibition builds on another, very central, European
narrative: the irresistible power of the individual as expressed through the face, against
all the collective myths and all the various attempts at homogenization. It’s an exhibition
that elevates hope and embodies a sense of freedom.

Oases or new ghettos?
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So much history. According to my companionable guide, I had to go through it in order
to understand the deep split in today’s Hungary. Old narratives still seem to possess
exceptional political and cultural power.
In Budapest in March 2010, where do the urban, cosmopolitan young meet and
prepare the hidden matrix for a different, open and tolerant society? We go to Trafó, a
‘House of Contemporary Art’. Set up in 1998, it is a venue for dance and performance,
exhibition, debate, participatory projects. Clearly it is a location in which ideas can
breed and risks can be taken and shared. The director gives a short update on the
current challenges, identifying at least two major ones . . .

Political change affects endeavours like Trafó. For local and rather populist
politicians, Trafó is too small, too expensive, too alien, too enigmatic: they don’t
understand it. Or they sense its deeply rooted stance against simplification. What
they understand is mass culture, larger centres of youth culture and leisure, where
new markets can be found and created. So, Trafó is in danger, financially, within an
environment that is increasingly (to say the least) non‑supportive.
The second danger lies in the shift in cultural habits and demands from one
generation to the next. According to its director, Trafó has great difficulties reaching
young people below the age of 25: those who were born a few years before the Iron
Curtain fell. Art for them is entertainment, fashion, design, and the ‘market’. ‘So we are
ageing with our clientele. That’s of course not sustainable, neither artistically nor in
terms of cultural politics.’
Another place where young elites meet, work and dream is the Central European
University (CEU), an island of cosmopolitanism amid the downtown shopping malls,
luxury hotels and banks. CEU is the brainchild of George Soros, one of Hungary’s
most successful sons, whose obsession with the idea of the ‘open society’ has seen
him spend a fortune on political philanthropy. (Predictably, Soros has been a target of
anti‑Semitic suspicion, if not propaganda, in many places – Hungary most of all. His
Open Society Institute, which has its headquarters in New York, maintains a Budapest
office whose director has recently been awarded – on behalf of OSI – a high state
decoration by the republic’s decent president, László Sólyom, for fighting the fall‑out of
the financial crisis.)
A board in the lobby opposite a portrait of the founder illustrates where students
come from nowadays, since the philanthropist went global, just as he went global with
his financial empire long ago. They come from all over. As in the university’s beginnings,
many students still hail from central and eastern Europe, including Hungary, as well
as south‑east Europe. Yet these no longer dominate. Many pay fees, but there is still a
remarkable students’ support scheme.
It is a small oasis, remarkably rich in talent, though it also seems an enclave,
fundamentally disconnected from society’s other major streams or the public life in
town. It serves its intellectual population through high‑class academic tuition, and also
through what it offers the community in culture, arts and politics.
I am happy to meet a ‘class’ of cultural policy students. In fact there are only three
of them, tres facit collegiums: a Hungarian, a Slovak and a Romanian. The course
is well prepared by a highly distinguished international scholar and activist who has
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a Dutch passport and Serbian roots. The three will get a full overview of European
cultural policies and transnational cultural‑political practices, and will have a chance to
delve more deeply into a subject of their choice, such as the competitions for the title
of European Capital of Culture (the professor is currently advising the municipality of
Lublin, Poland) or the cultural industries (the same professor is leading a research on
European festivals).
What an opportunity to discuss with them their perception of Budapest 2010, their
expectations of Europe, and possible new cultural narratives against the politics of fear!
It is not at all easy, however.
Mobility seems to be crucial to them. To be able to leave the village, the periphery,
the country; to travel without a visa and be able to commute between Bratislava, Prague
and Budapest, feeling at home in several cities of this region despite all potential and
real political divisions; to work internationally and seek out opportunities, if necessary
using the national structure for that, such as the cultural institutes and the jobs they
may offer. They don’t yet see viable alternatives transnationally, nor do they see any
indications, politically, that these will be created. Soros did it, yes, and quickly. Private
money made it possible, and the evidence of this has presumably affected their
international system of coordinates.
Europe’s potential for leadership? Maybe in its concern for the environment, or its
advocacy of human rights. However, Europe doesn’t seem to be a concept that triggers
immediate interest, let alone engagement. And what does the EU mean for them locally,
in Budapest for example? It is not mentioned at all. The EU seems to be absent from
contemporary Hungarian battles for ‘identity’.
A new culture of responsibility? Individuals becoming citizens of a strong
transnational democracy that serves as both a shelter and an engine? The discussion
doesn’t take off, really. It’s about projects, not the one project; it’s about individual
stories rather than narratives.
What are you proud of? ‘Not to be a Muslim woman having to wear the veil’ –
and so on.
I leave the class with a distinct feeling of failure. Have I not asked the right questions?
Am I (remembering the cautionary words of Trafó’s director) totally out of time?
Luckily for me, that same evening the professor reads an email from one of the
students thanking him for having invited the guest, and saying what an inspiration it
was to have such enthusiastic and disturbing interventions in the midst of so much
technocratic academia.
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Industrial past in Slovakia’s national
cradle, Martin.
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‘No!’ to the far right party Jobbik,
Hungary.
Budapest 2010.

36

The Art of Difference

Perhaps one of CEU’s evening programmes will offer something more tangible.
Almost every evening, students and staff can choose from a menu of cultural‑political
and extracurricular offers: another advantage in belonging to the family of this
cosmopolitan university. Not one that is shared by a larger Budapest audience,
however: information policy and logistics indicate that programmes are not meant for
students from the ‘normal’ universities in town. Narratives in a modern ghetto?
For this evening’s seminar – under the heading, ‘Approaches to Counter‑cultural
Movements in East‑Central Europe’ – a concert by an icon of Hungary’s alternative
oppositional culture: Mihaly Vig and his band. They represent – coming from ‘prehistory’,
almost: the late 1970s and 80s – something like ‘the total Hungarian blues’. The blues
of having fallen out of time. What may have been a functioning narrative of protest
and revolutionary opposition is now an in‑vivo demonstration of ageing, of waking up
in times where you don’t matter any more. A nostalgic concert, but saddening too.
Is it on purpose that nobody makes an attempt to translate or to summarize for the
non‑Hungarian students? Anyway, they sit there and gaze at the band as at a fossil, only
the faces of a few longhaired professors reflecting some kind of recognition.
Another usually enlightened ‘fossil’ gave a lecture the other night. Shlomo Avneri
– writer, analyst and diplomat – speaks on Obama’s appeal to Muslims and what this
means for Israel and the Middle East peace process. In a town with this kind of legacy,
in a university founded by a Jewish émigré, at a time when US vice president Joe Biden
is visiting Israel to invigorate the peace process while the Middle East Quartet meets in
Moscow, a wise man’s lesson could be essential. Full house. Israel’s ambassador is in
attendance. The new CEU rector from the US offers some welcoming words that don’t
say much (the former, stubborn, Hungarian‑born rector from Israel would have been
much more outspoken).
What we hear is an elegant, almost Shakespearean offensive directed at Obama
(‘either too intelligent to make politics or totally unable to understand the Middle East’)
and the US envoy (‘normally a man who deserves respect’). What we hear is another
plea for patience, if not appeasement. Don’t think anybody can use force, but wait for
civil society in the Arab states to emerge . . .
Practically no discussion afterwards. A short round of applause, followed by two
questions, one of them critical, from a student who receives a harsh reply. And that’s it,
end of story. Some wine and Hungarian snacks, bogacs, accompanied by comments
such as: ‘If nothing happens now, it won’t be 300,000 settlers in the West Bank who
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need to be considered by any Israeli government – not only Netanyahu’s, as Avneri
points out – but 500,000.’ And no discussion.
It’s a bit disappointing for a university that considers itself a beacon of the ‘open
society’. And it’s almost frivolous not to discuss these matters in the context of
Hungarian society now, with its harsh, anti‑Semitic election campaigns.

Advice for the visitor

An eminent member of the cultural community – a remarkable historian, writer and
intellectual, and a true European – tries to comfort the visitor in one of the town’s famous
coffee houses. His love for the city is infinite and, indeed, patient.
He has seen so many shifts, having been a dissident himself, then a very active
member of one of the true democratic parties, which has practically ceased to exist;
a politician at national level for a while; the director of a cultural institution; and now a
cultural manager who loves his independence, earning his money at the crossroads
between art and business.
His message for now is twofold. First of all, read, read, read. His recommendation is
a fabulous book by a true translator of times and destinies, György Dragomán, a name
which indeed means translator in Hungarian, a book (The White King) that is urgent and
cruel yet still conveys a strong message of hope, just because it exists, because it has
been written in such beautiful prose: a document of surviving and overcoming the worst.
And his second recommendation is a small booklet he has written himself, for
the city and its citizens, based on posters for the Budapest underground and later
published in English for potential investors from abroad: Budapest: 35 secrets – a book
of small jewels from a still gorgeous metropolitan city, of everyday cosmopolitanism, the
decency of historical memory, the power of civilization and city dwellers . . .
Perhaps that is his message for the guest, the collector of narratives. Don’t go for
the big stories. Don’t be blinded by the surface, but watch out for the hidden traces of
humanity, over time.

Afterthoughts

Are there other small narratives of hope stemming from the heart of society’s tensions
today? Yes, there are.
The Open Society Archive hosts a documentary film evening, Carmen meets Borat.
Not a chair left free. Predominantly young, very young, people watch, breathlessly
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engaged, the story of a gipsy village in the worst condition, almost at the end of the
world, and almost at the end of hope.
The Dutch director, Mercedes Stalenhoef, shot the story of this village, which was
first captured by the crew of the comedy film Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for
Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan, whose fake portrayal of the villagers as
backward led to American lawyers promising them a fortune ($30 million) to be got by
suing the film company. But this was in vain and, ultimately, the village was left alone
again. One small difference: Carmen fails to leave the village, and has to give up her
dream of change; yet she has grown and masters her destiny. She represents hope.
This very strong, reality‑based artistic documentary film, which gives a ‘narrative of
the despite’, is clearly very warmly received by the young Budapest audience in the cold
early spring of 2010. Because it is art? Because it is a real slice of life? Because it tells a
complex story in a simple, beautiful and moving manner?
Small authentic stories of today versus state‑sponsored narratives. Is this the new
fault line? Officially, the battle for cultural hegemony still draws its legitimacy from
the past. And yet the present climate suffers from this massive instrumentalization
of history. A side‑effect: politics without policies; populism that aggravates the
socio‑economic crisis.
It would surely take many more travels to Hungary to arrive at a fuller understanding
of the country and its special position in Europe. And many more small narratives of
hope that go beyond enclaves to reach the citizens.
The Orban party won a two‑thirds majority in the elections; based on this they started
rebuilding the state and political culture in a way that caused much concern to the
international community, particularly facing the Hungarian EU Presidency in the first
half of 2011.
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4
Belonging

Europe adds new layers of belonging to our ‘identities’. What does belonging
mean today?
A lot we know. A lot we don’t know.

What we know
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We know where we feel at home, where we belong. It is the place where our friends are:
the place that gives us a place. Home can be where childhood smells are sweet and
bitter. A favourite city or district, the café around the corner. Home is where we like to
come back to. Your apartment, your house. Your place.
What is your name? What do you do? Where do you come from? What’s your
nationality? Where are your roots? Some situations require these kinds of questions,
others don’t. Some of the answers are visible or easily given, others aren’t. Sometimes
just the asking is loaded, has the potential to exclude.
A lot we know. Nationality isn’t such an issue as long as you can remain ‘private’.
And what exactly does ‘nationality’ mean? You know it has more importance for some
than for others; there are groups of people that set great store by nationality, and
others that don’t.
You also know that nationality can be an issue. A source of fun, of jokes. A matter
of rights, of inclusion or exclusion, acceptance or refusal. A potentially powerful token
and stigma.
Borders are shifting. They lose importance and they become critical again, in new
zones of division. We ‘think in borders’, even when we want to give them up. Borders are
uncomfortable, irritating, impractical, a plague. Or they are a shelter, a promise. A world

without borders is almost unimaginable. Yet that is what we work towards. At least,
some do.
We have learned to organize ourselves and our interests in communities and
societies, regions and nations, transnationally even. We can recall, or have heard about,
totally different systems of organizing ourselves. We in Europe are privileged, with most
of us having a say in how power is allocated. Others are less privileged, and just have to
accept – for the time being, at least – whatever confronts them.
Power structures can be beyond our reach. Power, though, has often shifted,
as we know. Aristocracy, meritocracy; monarchy, democracy; nation states,
transnational unities.
Some of us care about responsibilities and checks and balances, others less so or
not at all. If we care, we want to understand, to grasp, which is sometimes hard (indeed,
mostly hard). It is easier to have some influence where we live. How to acquire and
accumulate direct power locally, though, can be hard to crack. And to control it – well, it
helps to have a third party somewhere beyond, ‘above’: a state; law. Most of our efficient
structures of control and of participation are organized in states, often ‘nation states’.
The tales of nation states’ successes and disasters we know. History. Still present.
History brands what we think and hope for, do and don’t do; brands it in various ways,
depending on the history of your nation, too. Even after the catastrophes of the 20th
century, most people in Europe still feel that some wisdom resides in the state; that it
affords some security. And potentially also some ‘counter‑power’ against internal and
external threats. We trust (or mistrust) states, our states, to an extent. Some states do
much to earn that trust.
We hate powers that cannot be controlled or confined, such as giant multinationals.
We hate borderless globalization if that means borderless profits without any checks
and balances. We trust that the state – and the transnational institutions of groups of
states – will channel and moderate these powers.
Until such times as we need to, we don’t normally bother ourselves overmuch with
notions of citizenship, of belonging to a nation state. But when the need arises, we
grasp what citizenship means: we assume responsibility. Being a member of a national
group, a citizen of a state, has advantages and disadvantages. Often we don’t feel that
membership matters. Yet we stay alert: it might matter. We might be called upon. We
might find ourselves in a situation where we have to stand up, speak out, work for a
cause, fight. To sacrifice other priorities – in the worst case, even our own lives.
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Old fashioned? We have become sceptical, hating pathos, the big words and
master narratives that claim to legitimize sacrifice. Yet we feel that belonging might
matter. Careful: we know too well that people can be seduced, manipulated. It is easier
to think that it’s the others who are manipulated. We rightly try to resist.
Ultimately, non‑manipulatively, belonging could matter: we can be asked to act.
Or we may end up asking ourselves, ‘Why don’t you act? Why don’t you intervene?’
Belonging of this (demanding) kind should be asked only in extreme cases, rare
instances. Or so we think. Normally, don’t ask us . . .
We know that certain layers of belonging, of identification, are constantly present,
have continuous impact on what we do and how we do it. Other layers, attributes,
attitudes, are ‘sleeping’, but can be mobilized if needed.
We know that it is utterly vital to influence the why and when and how of any such
mobilization. Just as we know what happens when people miscalculate the reasons, the
justifications, of mobilization.
Europe, the EU, has become another layer of power, of checks and balances,
borders, law; another source of protection and support, threat and damage; another
layer of responsibility and of potential citizenship. After the 20th‑century clashes of
nation states and the nightmares of nationalism, many appreciate this ‘progress’. Many
are Europeans in that sense, even if their feelings of belonging are mobilized only in
exceptional moments of reflection, memory, crisis. But many fear and reject the loss of
control that follows inevitably from such distance and sheer size. Far away, new, alien,
the EU still asks more emotionally of ordinary citizens than they feel able to give.
And so the citizens delegate, but without knowing those whom they empower.
Citizens understand that they are part of the system: they should care, should know
more; should, maybe, be better informed. But there is mistrust. Of the delegates, the
system. There is the fear that what is meant to help and protect actually endangers.
We citizens of the 27 EU member states belong to the Union, yet we don’t know
what that means. In a sense, we belong to one another: which brings even greater
uncertainty. Belong to whom? Do we know them? We don’t know them, we have only
heard from X, from Y, who tells us that . . .
‘To whom do we belong?’ This question is difficult enough to answer at all public
levels below the superstructure that is the EU. It becomes utterly cumbersome when
applied to any notion of European belonging. Yes, we seem to share Mozart and the
Beatles, da Vinci and Hundertwasser. Many seem to share sophisticated theories
about European culture. We have learned to share history, memories; dreams
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even – especially in response to the nightmares created by such non‑Europeans as
George ‘Dubya’.
And who belongs to ‘us’? Who is European? And where does Europe end?
Belonging is a tricky system of default programmes, of choices, of stand‑by modes,
and of mobilization. The latter doesn’t work well, as yet, with respect to Europe.

What we don’t know

Obviously, we don’t even know whether a functioning, complex and democratic Europe
needs a sense of belonging and the expression of this in narratives of belonging. Some
say that not only are these unnecessary, but we are better off without them. Instead,
we should concentrate on rational decision‑making in a Europe that remains limited in
meaning and focused on economy.
Critics of European narratives (such as K P Liessmann referring to Ferdinand
Tönnies6) argue that ‘communities’ (Gemeinschaft) are either small or ideologically
binding, as opposed to ‘society’ (Gesellschaft), which constitutes the realm of trade,
negotiation and interests, rather than feelings of belonging. (‘As much society as
possible, as many communities as necessary.’)
Constricted by a theory that is over a hundred years old, Liessmann fails to analyse
the differences between the EU of today and 19th‑century German society.
Unlike Liessmann, Ulrich Beck7 encourages the search for a new ‘political narrative’
of Europe. It is simultaneously needed and hard to develop precisely because (and here
he goes far beyond Liessmann’s historical interpretation) ‘Europe is no state, no nation,
no international organization, no mini‑UN.’ That is why, he goes on to say, ‘we always
use categories which are not appropriate for the description or for the understanding of
Europe.’ His concern is that citizens cannot feel a familiarity with this ‘not identified alien
body’, while at the same time, ‘Europe represents the last remaining realistic political
utopia.’ Beck analyses the role of Europe in a cosmopolitan context.
In the same publication, Bazon Brock also formulates a ‘purpose’ for Europe (eine
Bestimmung), though in a distinct historical and critical context. Europe’s purpose,
made credible through the painful experience of the continent’s history, is ‘to become
the avant‑garde of global civilization’. Only a global civilization could help to limit age‑old
cultural‑religious battles for supremacy. Brock predicts that people will in future unite
not because of cultural‑religious affinities but because they will all be confronted by
6 In M M Thoss and C Weiss (2009) Das Ende der Gewissheiten, Reden über Europa Munich, Diederichs.
7 ibid.
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economic, ecological and other hard‑to‑solve problems that have no respect for borders,
nations, religious or cultural communities. These future challenges will only be mastered
by communities that have painfully experienced the futility of attempts at supremacy.
The positions outlined above exemplify the dynamic coordinates that determine
academic discussion of Europe’s meaning and its narratives. They range from minimalist
positions of sobriety to utopian visions.
We don’t know if the cosmopolitan utopian narrative of Europe could work. Rüdiger
Safranski8 has made a well‑argued conservative case against the ‘cosmopolitan
overstretch’ as a peak of post‑enlightenment illusions, demanding too much from
people. One could indeed speculate that the failure of European narrative‑building is
being compensated for by an even more ambitious, even less realistic, total narrative in
which Europe acts out an avant‑garde role (Brock).
Young people, whose narratives will count finally, often argue that Europe is not a
goal in itself. They put their European aspirations firmly in a global context that includes
the ecological, social and economic. Belonging for them matters when and if Europe
takes the lead in making the planet a better place in which to live.
We also don’t know what will happen tomorrow. This is banal and yet fundamental.
Nassim Nicholas Taleb has written a beautiful book, The Black Swan: The impact
of the highly improbable,9 on just this subject. 1989 was such a year of total surprise,
impacting on Europe and the whole world. Suddenly Europe had the chance to reverse
the consequences of Yalta and postwar division, leading to the great successes of
EU enlargement in 2004 and 2007. The European narrative had been crystal clear
for decades, and still was for many ‘East‑Middle‑Europeans’. A driving, motivating,
credible narrative. Unfortunately, a strong sense of belonging was not (to say the least)
shared by all. The ‘old EU’ was challenged by the ‘new Europeans’: a division quickly
instrumentalized by George W Bush. And worse: shortly after the annus mirabilis of
1989, war in Yugoslavia broke out.
9/11 was another Black Swan in recent history, with global consequences. And
in the aftermath of the ‘highly improbable’ catastrophe, Bush’s crusade began. Many
Europeans suddenly felt united: ‘belonging’ meant fierce opposition to the war in Iraq.
Again, politicians and public opinion were divided, and the ‘European option’ was a
rather weak scenario. Intellectuals such as Tsvetan Todorov10 remained unheard.
8 Rüdiger Safranski (2002) Wieviel Globalisierung verträgt der Mensch? Munich, Hanser.
9 Nicholas Taleb (2007) The Black Swan: The impact of the highly improbable New York, Random House.
10 Le Nouveau désordre mondial: Réflexions d’un Européen Paris, Robert Laffont (2003).
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The latest Black Swan event is the almost total collapse of the financial system, and
in its wake a dramatic economic crisis that has not been totally mismanaged by the
community of states, including the Europeans. But 2009 also saw the emergence
of a new democratic leader who represents all that is best of . . . Europe, one heard
people say: actually the US. Barack Obama’s victory has been a landmark of new
democratic leadership: participatory, offering equal access to opportunities, promoting
justice, liberty and equality. ‘Global civilization’, to use Brock’s phrase, has been the
centrepiece of his agenda, but not in a purely US‑centric understanding of that phrase.
Clearly, Europeans had only one choice: to award him the Nobel Peace Prize. For
themselves, they appointed two rather unknown politicians as their first ‘foreign minister’
and ‘president of the council’.
With all the horse‑trading, the policymaking driven by national interest, leaders
refusing to lead and ‘fear politics’ dominating the public arena, it is indeed hard, if
not impossible, to mobilize civic engagement for Europe, to generate a strong sense
of belonging. Yet the other side of the story is that, without such engagement and
belonging, nothing will change. Maybe Black Swans will help. Or maybe they will make
things worse.
Perhaps the question of belonging, of Europe’s missing narratives, is less a matter of
knowledge than of practice. Of doing. Of an ethics of policymaking.
Coming back to the beginning . . . Normally we don’t care about markers of
identification, about belonging, about ‘home’. Not as long as we don’t have to. Our main
identifications are much more pre‑political: personal, sensual, direct, interest‑ driven.
Yet we know that belonging matters. In all their variants, strong or weak, layers of
belonging matter and ask us to engage with them.
We know that Europe is a reality, a great, limited, poor, cumbersome, slow, weak,
strong (potentially very strong), endangered, competitive reality. We know we have
to relate to it. We suffer. We are angry. We dream. We don’t care. We do care. And
many do care; in fact, many in Europe are basically fervent Europeans. We don’t know
enough about their stories.
Art is one medium to explore the hidden narratives. Imagination and creativity are the
realms of ‘care’. And ‘acting’, being radically engaged, is indeed possible in the empire
of imagination: drama, poetry, the novel, visual art, music, film, etc. This is why art and
culture – as against any ‘culturalization’ of conflicts – are so important in the debate and
practice of new European narratives.
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5
Shared
narratives in a
community of
difference
The loss of the ‘grand narratives’ – which was a giant liberating step in human history,
needed to overcome ‘total’ ideologies – hasn’t made the question of meaning
redundant. On the contrary, and particularly in societies under pressure.
Any new narratives of meaning need to reflect the freedom and experience, as well
as the aspirations, of individuals – their ‘roots’ and ‘wings’. Yet narratives do not stop at
individuals only. Narratives of a good future need to be shared.
Today, narratives of meaning are a matter of culture more than anything else; and a
matter for us, citizens assuming responsibility.
‘Culture roots us in our past and enables us to imagine and create our future.’11 And
Europe’s history makes it a very special place to share meaning, freely; to redevelop
‘roots’ together and to grow ‘wings’ to fly.

The term ‘narratives’

Narratives are imaginative stories, imaginaires that reflect and generate convincing
ideas, sometimes utopian dreams; they elicit and disseminate strong opinions or
knowledge, and encourage collaboration. They play an important role in the processes
of memory, belonging and self‑identification, sometimes constructively, sometimes also
destructively. People unite around shared meaning and can feel motivated to act.
Narratives shared by people can inspire or celebrate change; they refer to common
convictions and aspirations for goals deemed worthwhile, values that help make
choices. Narratives are not only ‘theoretical’, or purely ‘constitutional’ ‘texts’: they
are based on knowledge that appeals to the emotions, expresses passion for ‘the
common good’.
11 Samuel Jones (2009) Expressive Lives London, Demos.

46

There, in their bonding power, lies their strength; and their danger. They satisfy
the desire for meaning and (at their best) human dignity and beauty too. Enlightened
narratives also reflect fruitful processes of confrontation and respect for difference.
While history is full of tragic totalitarian and ‘exclusive’ narratives, the human hunger
for freedom has always invented ways to overcome oppression, in struggles based on
courageous dissent. Respectful and critical narratives create inclusive bonds, inviting
others to join, but never blindly. Such narratives are the work of imaginative citizens: the
stakeholders of new meaning.

The power and weakness
of narratives

Some narratives influence the course of life for many; powerful stories that ‘make
history’. These encapsulate individual and collective memories, fears and hopes, and
project a different way of life. Individual voices, known or not yet heard, flow together
and constitute a swarm of change.
Just 20 years ago, in 1989, the almost poetic dreams of a few powerless
‘Middle‑European’ writers and artists such as Vaclav Havel came true, despite
seemingly impossible conditions for change. The energy unleashed by Solidarnośc´,
as led by intellectuals, artists and workers, liberated Poland from totalitarian rule.
Poland joined the EU 15 years later. Not all such stirrings gained full momentum,
their catchwords (eg perestroika, glasnost) soon evaporated, and their protagonists
reappeared – cynically – in commodified form. And so we have ‘Vodka Gorbachev’.
In another domain, that of the interaction between different cultures, seemingly
abstract concepts like Huntington’s ‘clash of civilizations’ were invigorated by realpolitik
and used and misused in the context of urban strife and even contemporary wars
(Iraq). The concept of multiculturalism, which, ever since the 1980s, had helped pacify
cities like Birmingham, was translated into ethnic segregation and became a weapon
for populists after 9/11. And so we have virtually a new narrative of xenophobia and
‘homeland security’.

The end of ‘total’
narratives v the democratic
European narrative

Revisiting the last century with even greater distance, the power of two totalitarian
narratives and practices (socialist and national‑socialist) still makes us shiver: ‘Volk,
Rasse and Lebensraum’ on the one hand, ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ on the other.
1945 ended one, and 1989 the other, thanks to those who believed in – and fought for! –
the narrative of democracy and social market economy.
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After the Second World War, Europe started its new career, predominantly through
a step‑by‑step postnational intertwining of national interests to prevent war. The new
narrative included a commitment to human rights, democracy and the rule of law, firmly
maintained by bold political and intellectual leaders. As much as it started top‑down,
gradually the new generations subscribed to it, as a narrative rooted in the experience of
war and destruction but also in the success of the economy. People trusted the project
in large numbers and for a long period of time. In essence, they knew what it meant and
what they gained from it. They had confidence in it.
This confidence has partly been eroded, despite the many important developments
made possible by the EU. Trust has become measurably fragile, for several reasons; the
European narrative isn’t working any longer, at least in the eyes of many. There is little
enthusiasm, or readiness to engage. The politics of fear find fertile ground.

Forgetting, ‘splitting’
and the Neue
Unuebersichtlichkeit
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However impressive the founding narratives and the success stories of Europe have
been, young people today are likely to think Jean Monnet is a brand of Champagne.
History is forgotten or not properly taught, and the young seem to take certain
past achievements for granted. It’s just another time: new wings, new roots, and
today’s concerns . . .
Yet memory is crucial for the destiny of narratives. Some memories lose their
emotional relevance with the shift of generations. Many young Czechs are innocently
ignorant of what happened in 1968: ‘Was it the year of Woodstock?’ (That was 69!)
Other memories, such as the fall of the Berlin Wall, do still resonate with many, East
and West. Yet the politics of fear also resonate, igniting or increasing anxiety about
East‑West mobility (‘Stay where you are!’).
We also tend to forget what happened synchronously. 1989 marked not only the
end of Soviet rule in Central Europe; it was also the year of the fatwā against Salman
Rushdie: the first writing on the wall, which developed into hate narratives for decades.
Leaders – or are they stewards? – also fade in public memory. Such is becoming
the fate of Jacques Delors, whose masterpiece, the euro, ‘only made life more
expensive’, people argue. There is not much evidence that the single currency brought
noticeably greater cohesion to Europeans. (When, in 2010, the euro came under severe
pressure, the half‑hearted and immensely costly safety nets put in place were regarded
by people with shock, mistrust and a grim feeling of helplessness.)

Shift of paradigms? Not the last one.
Ireland.
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Branding, selling, order and cohesion.
European tourists in Jordan.
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What is not, cannot be, forgotten is ‘externalized’, split, stored somewhere in the
box labelled ‘Not to be understood’: the unthinkable – war in Europe after 1945 –
happened; nationalist narratives blew up neighbourly relations in Yugoslavia. And
EU‑Europe was quite helpless.
Many fundamentally important questions – such as why religion reappeared
(in paradoxical ways) on the political stage – remain unanswered. Muslims were
mass‑murdered in Srebrenica. Muslim fundamentalists, led by new leaders like
Bin Laden, started dominating the global agenda. Islam became a catchword and
a scapegoat.
There is a good deal of confusion in the minds of people, and in the realm of
decision‑making. And we have several ways to describe the Neue Unuebersichtlichkeit.
In fact, what we have in common, at least in Europe, is the weakness (or absence even)
of meaningful narratives.
‘Disentangling certainties’ has been one of the key aspects of continuous
enlightenment; scepticism as an antidote to totalitarian seduction. The end of the old
megalomaniac ideologies signalled the maturity of societies – something that is so
precious it needs to be actively nurtured; we cannot take it for granted, ever. It is very
clear, for example, that the ‘capitalist counter‑narrative’ has again demonstrated its
capacity to fail and cause global economic collapse.
The amount of uncertainty and confusion that people can deal with seems to have
its limitations. At a certain point, disorder and unrest take over, and injustices arise that
cannot be countered. We find ourselves adrift, with no one at the helm.
As ever in times of missing narratives, issues of (good) leadership become pressing.
This has been very much the case since 1989. In most EU countries uncertainty fuelled
extremism, with decent parties struggling to fill the void of democratic leadership.
The EU had a particularly demanding time in that scenario of post‑1989 enlargement
and necessary ‘deepening’, and much went wrong. Brussels was busy sacking
president Jacques Santer’s Commission in 1999, the very year that NATO bombed
Belgrade and – on another note – exploding Google moved to Silicon Valley. Artificial
agendas of European competitiveness didn’t do the trick either. In 2000 the dubious
‘Lisbon agenda’ was launched, which for some sounds more like a nostalgic fado
than a promise.
Worse was to come. In 2001, the political fallout of 9/11 had to be handled. Most
Europeans understood that it was not handled well by that master of simple stories,
George W Bush, but that Europe couldn’t stop him either. A few years later, the prime
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institutions of capitalism started crashing in the US, giving rise to a disease that spread
to the remotest places. The paean of the market economy, one of the few remaining
master narratives, has faded, but with no clear alternatives as yet. Meanwhile, taxpayers
are left to pay the bill for bailing out the banks, even as the banks start to make huge
profits again.
Looking back on it, the post‑1989 picture is far from rosy; indeed, it is a rather
chaotic one. But isn’t it fair to say that it has always been like that: up and down? The
pages of pure happiness are empty in the book of history (Hegel). Didn’t citizens always
have to be damned good at forgetting or just not wanting to know?

Anything goes
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For many people in the EU it has been relatively easy to suppress the otherwise hugely
disturbing awareness of disasters happening elsewhere – next door, in fact. In large
parts of Europe, it has felt like being in a safe haven, for the blessed middle classes
at least.
What gave rise to this happiness? Steady growth rates, improving health, social
welfare, consumerism and the leisure society. This was not just built on illusions; there
has been genuine good news, such as Finland’s escape from its great post‑1989
depression (beautifully mirrored in Kaurismäki’s films) towards the ‘Nokia/Pisa‑country’
of innovation and wealth, at least in many parts of Finland: accompanied, incidentally, by
a growing disillusionment with the EU.
Somehow the average middle‑class person in the EU got disengaged from politics.
Complex decision‑making was totally delegated to experts and politicians who could
easily be blamed when things went wrong. Participation lost its ideological, faith‑based,
civilian aura, and was replaced by merry self‑interest. The ‘fairytale narratives’ were
largely individualistic and postmodern, value‑free and seemingly happy. ‘Anything goes.’
But does it? Ultimately, we are not at all sure. Some still hope so, under the (often
misused) flag of ‘liberalism’ and scepticism. Others try to establish fundamental rules for
the game, such as ‘new nationalism’. Was postmodernity the end of history? It seemed
to have been the end of the power of traditional authorities to imagine strong narratives
for a good future. A few personalities, such as Pope John Paul II or stars like Bono,
continued to serve that purpose – but for limited segments of society only.
We know now: many things simply don’t go; or, if we aren’t careful, nothing will
go any more. There is not much on offer to deal with the existential threats facing
mankind and the global civil society – threats such as climate change, dwindling

energy resources, ‘wild capitalism’, the lost balance between competitiveness and
shared responsibilities. And ahead of us, we face issues of global governance, global
peace and sharing; of freedom versus surveillance and control; of social equality and
liberal values; of demography; of cultural diversity and the freedom of the arts versus
homogenization . . .
There is no way back to the ‘good old times’. But what are the best ways forward?

Civic responsibility

When Barack Hussein Obama – an icon of new leadership – was inaugurated,
thousands also gathered in liberal Amsterdam, as in other places, to view the
event. They shared hope and enthusiasm, mainly; a few warned against messianic
expectations. Most people expected the ultimate rhetorical thunderstorm. But Obama
quietly unfolded some very serious stuff, and appealed to citizens: ‘There is work to be
done . . . The time of protecting narrow interests and putting off unpleasant decisions –
that time has surely passed . . . What is required of us now is a new era of responsibility.’
In fact it was a speech about ‘the price and the promise of citizenship’, the civic
paradigm pushed for by someone who is unrivalled as a model of a credible democratic
leader. Without the active participation of the many informed and concerned citizens,
without our commitment to shape public life, to act jointly, coherent and legitimate
policies cannot be developed, or will fail.

The European paradigm

Compared with most regions of the world, Europe – more precisely, the EU – still has
unique advantages when it comes to organizing the existential balances between
freedom and equality, ‘capital’ and ‘labour’, public and private, elitist and popular,
diversity and unity, etc. Yet these are increasingly under threat.
Ultimately, a triple challenge faces Europe and its citizens:
■

■
■

Global competitiveness (not to become a museum of diversity for the rest of
the world)
Global responsibility and sharing (vs postcolonial domination or ‘neutralism’)
Meaning, values and culture within a transnational democracy

Home to many diverse citizens and cultures, Europe is a good place for sharing roots
and finding wings to ‘fly’. But there isn’t much of a European public sphere, a strong civil
society, as yet.
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Choir of the hard life in Monsaraz,
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Europe has been, and can continue to develop as, a model for organizing effective
democracy beyond the nation state; yet the project Europe isn’t owned strongly enough
by its citizens.
Europe has the capacity to shape globalization rather than be its object. Yet it can
fail on many fronts. Its success isn’t taken for granted. Hard work and clear‑cut proof of
efficiency are required, as are shared beliefs. Europe needs new narratives.

A community of difference
in need of new narratives

It is that simple.
Efficiency, even if abundant, isn’t enough to create ‘meaning’. And without
shared meaning, efficiency itself will founder. The more complex things get, the more
commonality is needed. Techniques of governance, even control, don’t work without
trust. Trust requires the successful weaving together of individual aspirations to
form a social fabric. Trust requires knowledge, understanding, proximity, hospitality,
identification.
It is that complicated.
The European founding narrative has lost its urgency for many (mostly young) people
– not its meaning, though. The EU, as the embodiment of project Europe, isn’t loved,
isn’t perceived or actively supported as an agent of wellbeing; it is felt to be ‘cold’, too
big to understand, too alien to identify with, too distant to influence. Often it’s seen as a
necessary evil.
Europe has some positive connotations still. There is, perhaps, even an intuitive
‘pride’ in being European. People appreciate Europe’s ‘intercultural respect’ in its foreign
policies, its social standards and cultural diversity policies, its regard for environmental
and climate matters, for freedom and the rule of law. And they urge for more of the same.
This postmodern pride usually grows when Europeans go abroad or witness the
dangerous simplicity ruling elsewhere (George W Bush). There is even a sense of
solidarity when obvious, mostly natural, disasters call for it; there is some vague sense of
belonging to Europe – an awareness of the tragic lessons from our history. It may even
be more widespread than ever before.
However, this appreciation, even pride, and this sense of belonging are connected
neither to the concrete reality of the European project as it unfolds day by day nor to
the EU’s strategies. They are not strong enough for felt commonality, responsibility and
participation.
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The clear deficit of community‑building stories, images and even rituals in public
spheres means that we need to develop postnational narratives of a common future.
Yet there are many good reasons for this deficit, one being that we have – thank God
– learned the lessons of the 20th century: we must defend the right to remain rational
when it comes to political emotions, and be utterly sceptical in public and national
affairs. We don’t want shared power without the strongest possible commitment to
diversity; we don’t want just another empire. On the contrary, one of the achievements of
the EU is its deliberate ‘sobriety’ after the catastrophes of nationalism and communism.
It is complex, but simply put: Europe, the EU, is a very advanced, blessed
‘community of difference’. It deserves the best possible narratives of this community of
difference, as told by its citizens.
Future European narratives cannot and should not simply be translated from the
nation states – which of course remain the first address of governance. We have not yet
discovered or invented the postnational community markers that could strike a balance
between community and difference. We don’t have the language yet for a reality that is
only slowly emerging.
How do we replace ‘sameness as the glue’ by ‘difference as the glue’? New
European narratives will encapsulate the absolutely vigilant notion of critique and
dissent in lively and controversial public spheres; only then will successful narratives
end the ‘blame game’ and help build up a transnational civil society. They will ‘work’
when commitment is shared and responsibility translated into participation. They will by
nature be cultural narratives, expressions of the ‘demos’.

Cultural narratives and
the role of the arts

Culture is about meaning. Cultural narratives – built up by the many ‘stories’, imaginaires,
expressions of individuals and groups, ‘expressive lives’12 – constitute meaning,
meaning that is inspiring, challenging, shared. These voices from below – all too often
unheard, authentic, vulnerable, provoking, moving, shocking, beautiful – provide the
means for meaning: content.
Content is not just a commodity. ‘Content is culture. The currency through which we
build a sense of who we are.’13
More than any other facet of life, imagination – the ‘imaginative’ power of culture
– opens up the realm of complexity. Innocence goes with doubt and irony; hope with
12 Samuel Jones (2009) Expressive Lives London, Demos.
13 ibid.
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anger: cultural expression and interaction allow for open communication as opposed
to ideological simplification. Authenticity admits the significance of non‑linear,
lateral thinking.
Cultural narratives, woven from innumerable human voices, can bear a utopian
potential: they can project the best aspirations into a future realm of practice and
politics. Arts and culture empower people to think freely, to imagine the unimagined, to
feel responsible across borders and boundaries. Artists in particular offer a wealth of
unseen perspectives and unexpected pathways of human exploration. Art is the most
beautiful form of freedom – which of course lies at the very heart of the idea of Europe.
Art is one of the most important sources of knowledge too.
‘As politics, the economy and society go through momentous change, we need
spaces in which to renegotiate values, to express our beliefs and to encounter those
of others more than ever. We need seriously to investigate the roles that culture and
creativity play in our lives. Culture must be understood as the grand calculus of our
decisions, choices and values past and present. Creativity is the means by which we
form, shape and renegotiate it.’14
Cultural policy therefore is ‘about providing the opportunity for citizens to take an
active role in shaping the culture of which they are part . . . Cultural policymakers and
practitioners have the responsibility both to enable this expression and reflect the values
behind it as forms of citizenship.’15
On the one hand, narratives that are credibly ‘individual’ and powerfully ‘collective’
cannot be told by anyone alone, or by small groups of artists, thinkers or decision
makers. Narratives for the next stage of organizing the public good in a globalizing
world need to be developed and told, exchanged and negotiated, woven together and
weighed with care and tact by the citizens of the new Agora of (in the European case)
500 million people. If it is about home, about the remit of freedom and not just the arena
of a group of interested individuals, virtually all inhabitants have to see their stake in the
process and to be heard.
On the other hand, art narrates what we don’t understand in enlightened ways.
It makes us aware that all memories are personal, despite the power of collective
narratives. It also helps us to understand those commonalities that are expressions of
freedom rather than coercion: the art of sharing, and the art of negotiating difference.
14 ibid.
15 ibid.
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Narratives of the future will be intercultural – and art will be the ally in the ‘art
of difference’ that needs to be further developed. ‘Art is about difference, art is
difference.’16 And it is difference that will be at the origin of the new bonding narratives
of confidence.
The challenges are manifold, but after the end of the grand narratives, and given the
necessity of being postnationally sober, the civic ownership of change is a matter of
content and form. What we need is shared content, and authentically moving shared
forms of shared imaginaires.
All in all, and given the novelty of the challenge, it is understandable that we still lack
European narratives that ‘work’ deeply and widely. And it has become clear that any
new European narratives will be very different from the bonding stories of the past.
What is more, the narratives of Europe in the 21st century cannot be told without
listening to and interacting with Europe’s neighbours; they cannot be told without,
at every stage, global responsibility, as far as this is possible. The alternative is a
post‑democratic ‘empire’, an ultimately technocratic and narcotizing ‘Leviathan’.
[Note on this text: In 2009 the author, at that time the director of the European Cultural
Foundation (ECF), was involved in developing a new focus on European cultural
narratives with the aim of inspiring citizens to engage in building a shared future
in Europe. Since then, ECF has begun reflective and operational work on this new
focus. This article represents the author’s personal contributions to the issues at stake.
Its central ideas were elaborated in a speech in Helsinki celebrating an important
anniversary of the Finnish Forum of ECF.]

16 Igor Dobricic, artist and dramaturge, and former project officer at the European Cultural Foundation.
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6
European
flagships

The example of Essen

A new master‑story has been invented, a new Metropolis aims to be born. One with
five million inhabitants and more than 50 cities; an amalgam of decline and new power,
heavy with memories. And hoisted over this Metropolis, the European flag.
RUHR.2010, Essen for the Ruhr. The title of European Capital of Culture has been
bestowed on Essen, a city, as is required by the rules, but the applicants made it a
programme for a whole, large and difficult region.
Difficult, because those inventive people in charge of the bid in the region had to
convince those in Brussels; and because it took incredible efforts in the region itself,
over many years, to get to this point, to convince people that they could transform
their home. Now the Ruhr stands as a cultural icon for a post‑industrial, post‑Fordist,
post‑coal‑and‑steel future – or continues to aspire to be so.
And yet the Ruhr valley is shrinking: a declining population has one of the highest
rates of unemployment in Germany; many of its cities are massively indebted and under
the direct control of regional and federal authorities. The 2010 hype will be followed by
dramatic cuts in local and regional budgets. This has already affected the cultural plans
for 2010, with a concert hall here and an artistic highlight there falling by the wayside.
However dramatic the circumstances may appear, Ruhr 2010 could not afford to
turn into a nightmare. Too much was and remains at stake. Too much hope and too many
resources have been mobilized.

The opening ceremony

9 January 2010. On the very morning of the opening ceremony it is still unclear whether
it can take place. Blizzard Daisy has been burying streets in snow and ice across the
country, and temperatures have plummeted, almost unbearably. At 3pm, 1,200 honorary
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guests, wrapped in extra layers of fabric and plastic, are assembled at the gigantic
Zeche Zollverein, a centrepiece of industrial heritage. Courageous dancers glide – and
stumble – across the stage, hardly able to control their movement, yet moving hearts.
The stage is repeatedly cleared of snow, and salt thrown into the arena. Speeches are
made under hats and caps, the speakers’ faces hidden. Well wrapped up, the famous
are indistinguishable from the ‘wannabes’. Umbrellas are useless. The orchestra is
specially protected, the new‑metropolitan actors breathless. Spectators are hoping that
no major accident befalls those heroically intent on keeping the show going.
It turns out to be an exceptional, heartening party. Ruhr 2010: stereotype and
reality converging.
When, at the end, the much‑loved local and cosmopolitan superstar Herbert
Grönemeyer takes to the stage, all has seemed to go right. The promise came true.
‘Komm zur Ruhr’ (‘Come to the Ruhr’) indeed.

Dust vs future
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What can a flagship project like the European Capitals of Culture contribute to the
‘narration’ of Europe, the weaving process, the story of the stories?
One might look for an answer in the speeches of responsible politicians. The
Essen‑based newspaper, WAZ (9 January 2010), quotes Barroso as saying that the
Ruhr is one of the cradles of the European project. Half a century ago the European
Economic Community paved the way towards union with peaceful, border‑crossing
cooperation in coal and steel production, a process in which the Ruhr Valley was
exceptionally relevant. Barroso praised the Ruhr for having successfully undergone
structural change without losing its character. Which is right.
And what about the popular song, Grönemeyer’s specially commissioned
Cultural Capital ‘hymn’ – might another answer lie there? Well, Europe as such
doesn’t figure in it at all. Nor do ‘Europeans’, except maybe as those ‘others’ who
aren’t like the hardworking, straightforward people from the Ruhr; no, those softer
‘others’ are not steeled by clear‑cut behaviour and rough words. They are victims of
pretence, of appearances (Schein), while the people of the Ruhr are in touch with ‘real
being’ (Sein) . . .
There is no answer to be found here. The song is an unfortunate testimony to the
second part of Barroso’s statement: the characteristics of the locality. Here it means
the myths of the community bolstered by negative references to others – possibly
the ‘neighbours’.

Graffiti and industrial heritage.
Essen, European Capital of Culture
2010, Zeche Zollverein.
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The post-industrial dreams of the
creative city.
Staircase in the Dortmund ‘U’, by
Gerber architects, featuring the
‘Grubenklang orchestra’.
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In the culture page of the same edition of WAZ, we find a bit more sophistication
in the narrating of the common European story. Jürgen Rüttgers, then prime minister
of North Rhine‑Westphalia, calls the Ruhr a heartland of Europe par excellence: a
place where people are open to the world and principled, acting in solidarity. They live,
he says, the core values of Europe’s identity and culture. What follows is a bit more
of the Europe‑mantra: diversity and commonality; common heritage; better mutual
understanding among citizens. And there is praise for the achievements of the cultural
Ruhr, which will be further developed, explored and celebrated through the year.
Right again.
But the dominant ‘discourse’ highlighted by Grönemeyer’s ‘hymn’ is more provincial,
if one gives credence to the opposition between the local and the ‘others’; historically
ignorant, if one takes the vocabulary seriously; ‘fundamentalist’, if one pays attention
to the chiming sounds in the lyrics of the prefix ur‑ (hard to translate, but along the
lines of ‘real’, ‘ancient’, ‘original’) and Ruhr, stur (‘stubborn’), urverlaesslich (‘totally
trustworthy’), Natur (‘nature’), pur (‘pure’), and, as a climax, Seelenruhr (untranslatable,
but suggesting a connection between the Ruhr and the soul; ironically, Ruhr also means
a tropical disease involving chronic diarrhoea!).
It is of course utterly unfair to filter any of the 2010 Cultural Capital’s impressive
plans and projects through the mediocre lyrics of one pop singer. (Even if the lyrics
do make the front page of the region’s newspaper on the opening day – in an edition
designed as an age‑old document, in red and white, with the singer’s right arm
stretching straight into the sky, his left hand holding the microphone to his mouth.) And
it is ridiculously provoking to raise this issue with friends in the region, who fiercely (and
rightly) reject any emotional adjective from the past. Rightly so, yet words like Schwur
(oath) and geradeaus, warm, treu und laut (straightforward, warm, faithful and loud)
irritate this observer.
The challenge is stark. The Ruhr is indeed the Kernland (‘heartland’) due to the
central role played by its coal and steel production in 20th‑century triumphalism
and destruction; to its post‑Second‑World‑War history of the ‘Europeanization’ of
resources and mediation of conflicts; and to its more recent history of industrial decline
accompanied by large‑scale transformation. The Ruhr is an important region that had
almost disappeared from the European mental map. ‘We succeeded’, remarked one
of the organizers after the opening ceremony, ‘in putting the Ruhr on the map again.’17
Around 200,000 people came to the party. For them, at least, it worked.
17 WAZ, 11 January 2010.
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What an occasion for pride! And a chance to change for the better! There would
be more such opportunities, if this one was grasped. In summer the Ruhr Expressway
(the A40) was closed to traffic for a day‑long party: 22,000 tables spread over 40
kilometres, catering for hundreds of thousands of people (drawn from the region’s 190
or so nationalities, a figure often quoted as proof of its international character); a day of
song with almost 10,000 choir members, 60,000 singers, etc. Such mobilizing ‘motifs’
must reach the masses; the question is, as WAZ put it, ‘whether culture really arrives on
your doorstep’. Obviously it did, on day one – Revier im Sturm erobert (‘Conquered in
Storm’), as the headline rather clumsily put it. The perspective is the future. It was said
so much more nicely by the Swiss writer Adolf Muschg: ‘The Ruhr region is no longer
breathing dust but the future.’

Missing the why?

Ruhr 2010 is also marked by the new Ruhr Museum at Zeche Zollverein. The entrance,
gorgeously designed by Dutch architect Rem Koolhaas, opens up the stomach to
reveal the history and present‑day reality of the Ruhr Valley. The museologists have paid
as much attention to natural history as to the history of the kleinen Leute – the poor
workers and their families – and to the ups‑and‑downs of the coal and steel industries.
Coverage of the war industry through the two world wars is relatively miniscule
compared to that of the region’s natural history – the age‑old shells and mammoths –
and of the poor masses who were always the victims in one way or another. There is not
much about the Krupps or Thyssens – or the Führer.
At the opening ceremony, none of the officials uttered a word on this utterly
‘European’ part of the region’s history. The photo and video presentations at the opening
event showed slides of war‑related destruction, but without any context. Mass‑culture
celebrations seem to forbid the ‘why?’ The narrative of Ruhr 2010 is a narrative of
change and self‑confidence. History appears like a tide.
This instance of ‘missing the why? ’ feels like a missed opportunity. And that’s even
without expecting a great deal of Geschichtsbewusstsein (historical awareness) in
times of celebration, of facing new challenges for the future. A shame, particularly since
hardly any other European country has gone so deep or so far in analysing, reflecting
and educating.

Hiking trail marker in the Ruhr area,
showing the symbol of a miner.
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Sweet Gdansk, Solidarność, sugar
and bras – Gdansk applied in 2010
for the title of European Capital of
Culture.
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A few weeks later a second huge museum project opened its doors: the new
Folkwang Museum, ‘rebuilt’ and expanded by David Chipperfield. And this was
apparently a totally different story. The museum opened with an exhibition of an
exhibition: works that were forbidden and stolen by the Nazis, then sold and dispersed
across the globe. Thanks to the museum’s Director and to the Krupp Foundation, they
would be back for a couple of months to form ‘the most beautiful museum of the world’,
highlighting Entartete Kunst (Degenerate Art) and Ruhr history.
One hopes for more such brilliant initiatives: real art and signs of sustainable deep
change; narratives of a better future.

Being fair

Analysing the promise of contemporary event‑culture in general, and the
misunderstandings of this ‘metropolitan’ opening in particular; trying to understand
the secrets of the ‘how’ of such forms of storytelling from a European perspective: the
conclusion reached is that mass‑media thinking dominated ‘the show’, as it does any
mega‑show.
In terms of PR results, it can be classed a success. In terms of meeting the
expectations of being an essential European event, the opening ‘missed a trick’
unfortunately, as is so often the case with such events. In terms of the ‘metropolis’
dreams of Ruhr 2010, there was a super‑ambitious promise only, with much, much
more (hopefully) to come. In terms of ‘cultural capital’ and artistic excellence, the relative
absence of a final artistic handwriting in the overall management of Ruhr 2010 may
turn out to have been a mistake. From that perspective, the opening ceremony could
be seen as a prime example of the failure to trust the voice of the arts amid the noise of
large‑scale events.
The overall programming suggests that non‑instrumental (artistic) approaches,
however numerous and well conceived they were, partially gave way to strategies
inspired by media logic.
The Ruhr 2010 European narratives weren’t assembled by an artistic director
but engineered by a powerful media practitioner and a successful politician/cultural
manager. Luckily, these stories were far from dangerous identity‑discourses, which
one might have feared given the name for the cultural counsellors in Italian city
administrations (Assessore all’ Identità); their ‘culturalization’ of city and regional
development discourses has been adorably comprehensive and brave, yet necessarily
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Yippee!
Football fans in Amsterdam during
the European Championships.
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wishful thinking to some extent, given the magnitude of real‑time challenges in the
Ruhr area.
Still, a bit more space for independence – and advice to the singer on the lyrics
of his opening ‘hymn’ – could have improved things considerably, and made the
metropolis‑myth somewhat more self‑reflective and humorous.
All the same, one hesitates to withhold praise and appreciation, which are well
deserved in this case. Mach uns nicht schlecht (‘Don’t ridicule us – be fair’) is a more
than understandable plea to see beyond the celebrative first day, beyond some official
talk, beyond the ‘hymns’, beyond the media surface.
The Ruhr is an irritatingly intriguing place, with many wonderful people, witty, critical,
reflective and straightforward, creative and socially responsible. They are transforming
a historically loaded region of particular meaning for Europe, experimenting with
change and active tolerance (indeed, many ‘nationalities’ have coexisted in the region
since its inception as the heartland of coal and steel – and, again, in recent times
of globalization). These people would have a lot to say about the Ruhr saga and
European narratives . . .
Yes, komm zur Ruhr. It is a European experience.

Postscript

Months after the events described above, it is of course easier to grasp the peaks and
troughs of the vast, decentralized programme, though it has become possibly even
more difficult to ‘assess’ the results in terms of a true European flagship aiming to
transform a unique region of more than 50 cities.
It isn’t black and white. There was a stunning concentration of art alongside big
events that mobilized ordinary people to celebrate their own lives – as in the storytelling
that happened almost naturally around the simultaneous release of giant balloons at
almost 200 old mines (an event called Schachtzeichen or ‘Shaft Signs’), stories told
and exchanged by those who worked there once. The flagship was empowered to fly –
through genuine testimonies.
Even the most spectacular mass event, the colourful ‘occupation’ of the motorway,
worked out well, with its enormous puzzle of small, joyful cultural productions by the
‘folk’ themselves.
An awful counterpoint: 21 people were killed and many wounded, the whole country
shocked, when another mass event, the ‘love parade’, imploded in disaster. Logistical
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mistakes and the sheer size of the techno‑party caused a collision in a tunnel that
became a tomb for limitless ambitions of scale.
It is, in this context, advisable not to dwell on numbers (stats on tourism increases,
etc.), but rather the legacy of the peak, the conditions for keeping up a certain level of
regional synergy, the understanding of the true role of culture and the arts in effecting
societal and economic regional transformation, and the role of flagships like Ruhr 2010
in stimulating collective efforts for Europe.
Despite all the dilemmas, illusions, shortcomings and failures, and the one tragedy
at Duisburg, this European Capital of Culture project seems in many respects to be an
extraordinary example of stubbornly making the impossible happen. Detailed criticism
is appropriate and indeed essential for success; however, it would be hypocrisy of the
worst sort to ‘judge’ from a comfortable position of having no responsibility for a project
as difficult and ambitious as this one.
In its complexity and in its energy for hope; in its intended balance between
the avant‑garde and the broadest participation; in its bravery and failure; in its local
patriotisms and cosmopolitanism; in its awareness of the need to be ‘open’ and its
almost desperate locality; and in its attempt to face the fruitful tension between politics
and culture: even if too few Europeans outside Germany notice what really happened,
Ruhr 2010 will probably be remembered as one of the most European of Cultural
Capitals. And one of the best.
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7
Complexity
and simplicity

In conceptualizing European cultural policies we face an apparent dilemma, as we
face it in seeking strong and progressive European narratives. There is the urge to
choose between the quantitative and the qualitative: projects, programmes and
finally narratives with mass appeal, strong impact, and those with ‘enlightened’
content and form, which possess depth, but can be rather ‘small’. This is often seen
as an irreconcilable contradiction, an opposition taken for granted, with very few
possible exceptions.
Another semantic variant of this discussion, with consequences for funding
decisions, is characterized by the opposition between highly visible ‘flagships’ and
smaller‑scale bottom‑up initiatives. The closer to the ‘makers’ – the artists in the field,
the grassroots – the more sympathy there is for the smaller, radical ideas; the closer to
policy and accountability in large institutions,18 the clearer the preference for prominent
projects capable of being marketed and attracting media attention.
Many artistic projects take a clear, exclusive stance on artistic quality, insisting on
total freedom of the artists and their ideas, without compromise. Social impact is either
not referred to as a goal by those who primarily care about the sophisticated process,
or is explicitly (and often for good reasons) ruled out. (Of course there are also artists
who move easily between the mass media and artistic intimacy; who serve a larger
public while remaining committed to artistic excellence. Frank van Laecke19 can be
seen as a stunning example of this.)

18 This debate has also been reflected in the European parliament’s Culture Committee, which usually shows a
preference for smaller‑scale local projects. MEPs are exposed to the constituencies they represent.
19 www.frankvanlaecke.be
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And there is the special group of artists, cultural organizations and political
NGOs that are ‘engaged’ in good causes, interested in policies and politics. They are
important for the development of public space in Europe and of participatory cultural
policy. However, well‑intentioned initiatives – especially high‑quality ones – often seem
to remain self‑referential; or, to put it vaguely, ‘only indirectly impact‑rich’.
Stories and images, cultural ‘messages’ that achieve a certain penetration through
exposure on TV and other forms of mass culture, are often ‘flat’. Or they may be
questionable, politically incorrect (eg xenophobic narratives) in the eyes of discerning,
well‑educated, mainly middle‑class intellectuals and artists.
Globalization aggravates this opposition between mass and elite culture, whether
in terms of artistic meaning or of lifestyle. This is a problem not only for ‘transnational
Europe’ but for democracy itself. Globalization has its winners and losers: mobile
elites profit from it, while the less mobile, less educated lose out and tend to resort to
national frameworks – increasingly nationalistic, xenophobic, racist, ‘exclusive’ – to
protect their interests. This conflict scapegoats ‘migrants’, impairs political culture and
hospitality, and makes the structures of decency implode – the very structures that, in
post‑Second‑World‑War Europe, had grown strong and safe as never before.
‘Diversity’ is a key word that incorporates the conflicts of today, both in its notion of
enrichment and of trauma. There is an urgent need to address the complexity/simplicity
dilemma as creatively as possible, to test out projects and – more comprehensively –
narratives that could alleviate conflict and foster mutual respect. Many attempts seem
to have failed, and new approaches are being explored.

Routes vs roots

The European Cultural Foundation has long been promoting both the arts in Europe,
and Europe as a democratic project. As a supporter of the independent voices of
artists and of cultural policies for Europe, it has often been confronted with issues of
visibility, impact and quality along the way.
Recently it created a specific award for cultural diversity, and the author was very
much involved in this process. It was called ‘Routes’,20 and pointedly not the less
dynamic and somewhat ‘identitarian’ term ‘Roots’. The award honours HRH Princess
Margriet of the Netherlands, who gave her patronage and support to this transnational
foundation for almost a quarter of a century.
20 www.eurocult.org/activities/routes‑award
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Writings on a desert wall:
Direction Centrale des Musees
de Syrie.
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Vorgarten market in Vienna.
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The idea behind the award was precisely to connect arts and culture with the
policy world and with European decision makers (the award ceremony takes place in
Brussels), while reaching out to a wider audience through media interest in an event
featuring prominent projects and personalities. Routes forms a bridge between artistic
excellence, advanced thinking and much wider policy discourse.
Though it is too early to assess the Routes Award, its second edition in January
2010 confirmed the insights gained on its launch. A not‑too‑formal, festive combination
of intimacy, authenticity and innovative formatting shapes a hopefully moving
experience for a mixed audience (predominantly of ‘believers’). For a very creative hour
or so, the importance of arts and culture to the European project is emphasized, and
artists and thinkers get the chance to grab the attention of policymakers, with lasting
impact a longer‑term aim.
The media turned up, but most TV broadcasts showed only the few moments when
the royal guests and patrons arrived (unsurprisingly, as the media attractiveness of
royals pulls in those who wouldn’t otherwise care). Newspapers are only slowly picking
up on the event, except for those few who specialize in royal reporting. The crowd
present of course used the opportunity to network and meet old friends.
Some positive branding for the foundation, decent prize money for creative people,
critical entertainment, and feel‑good fuel for a couple of hundred members of the
transnational elites . . . A fair judgement? Well, yes, if we also factor in the lobbying for
arts and culture on the EU agenda, the further ‘education’ of a critical segment of the
Brussels in‑crowd, etc.
Such events have limited impact when we look at short‑term reverberations and
numbers only; their indirect impact on cultural policy development is more long‑term.
As regards possible contributions to new European narratives that motivate and
mobilize, they have the potential to establish alternative standards in public, as long as
they manage to avoid becoming closed rituals for modern believers.
Clearly, they are important for specific purposes (in the case of the Routes Award,
advocacy within a policy arena of limited resources and attention). And they can be
breathtaking celebrations, strengthening the idealism of the third sector. They may also
make the spheres of civil society, public service and politics more cohesive.
Yet they have little effect on ordinary citizens, on people in their neighbourhoods
busy with their daily lives, on those images that dominate the media that do reach out to
the masses.

Complexity and simplicity

75

Some might conclude that such events remain laudable and useful while being as
closed as most other forms of ‘subsidized enlightenment’. But such a conclusion is
much too simplistic.

The right questions
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The questions raised at the second Routes Award were the right ones. How can we
create more and more concrete spaces for engagement with ‘the other’, so that we
don’t stay stuck in a vague discourse of tolerance only? How do we support people for
whom the experience of estrangement – for which they are not equipped – happens in
times of impoverishment or marginalization, social pressure and insecurity? How can
arts and culture be ‘used’ to create a more dynamic notion of belonging to one’s own
culture, in order to empower openness towards other cultures?
The tone was rather sober. With the 2009 European Year of Intercultural Dialogue
just behind us, we were made aware that Europe was at the very beginning of a
long road.
And the laureates? Stefan Kaegi’s work (often made in league with fellow artists
of the collective, Rimini Protokoll) can be classed as fictional documentaries with real
people playing themselves: as such, it illustrates the routes of globalization (essential
for our consumer society) seemingly at the peripheries of our perception (such as his
‘Cargo Sofia‑X’ project about truck drivers). And Borka Pavicevic, founding director
of Belgrade’s Center for Cultural Decontamination, reminded the audience of the
madness of nationalism and the chauvinistic appropriation of land, goods and minds.
Despite all the resistance and resilience, the sharp analysis and the moving images,
everybody could feel the urgent need to find new practices to address diversity, given
the threats from populism and racism, the new exclusion and authoritarian ‘solutions’.
But these new practices, and the convincing, unifying narratives that would help
to create a turnaround, are not yet in sight. There is massive uncertainty even as to
whether such new narratives can be developed at all (how? by whom?). And whether
mass impact and enlightened strategies could ever go together.
On the other hand, Stefan Kaegi was present at the Routes event only virtually, via
a Skype call, as he was rehearsing his show for the opening of the Winter Olympic
Games in Vancouver. Here was an example of a very sophisticated, enlightened artist
being selected to contribute to a true mass event. Nor was it some glamorous fairytale
he was presenting, but another of his daring arts interventions that give citizens a voice.
One could say Stefan has learnt the trick; he has succeeded in bridging the gap.

Old ladies carrying history.
Picture taken in Moulay Idriss,
Morocco.
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Borka’s heroism, in breaking down the walls erected by dictatorship and war, was
plain to see. This she did alongside many allies from the intelligentsia and the arts,
from human rights groups and citizens’ movements. Her and her allies’ tireless efforts
to combat ethnocentric and racial, nationalist and fascist politics and practices, their
struggles against the powers of the ‘monster’, were, in the end, successful – helped by
such other factors as international pressure on Milosevic. The mass demonstrations for
democracy by citizens in Belgrade and other Serbian cities made a great impression
on the ‘masses’ in ‘the West’, and have begun to alter the perception of Serbia and this
part of Europe.
Sometimes ‘impact’ is made in unexpected ways: it cannot simply be planned or
predicted. The efforts of exceptional individuals like Stefan and Borka, of their friends
and associates, can matter a great deal indeed. Seemingly powerless resilience can
change a country, or at least be a crucial force in the process of change. Seemingly
minority artistic pursuits, like Stefan’s dramatic experiments aimed at enlightened
discourse, can reach the attention of those in power and feature in mass events and
the mass media.
It’s all much more complex than at first glance.

New non‑myths
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Politics have often been limited to and described as an agent of the ‘reduction of
complexity’. What people like Stefan Kaegi and Borka Pavicevic and civil society
organizations like ECF are doing is valuing individuals and complexity, while sometimes
even deliberately trying to change the world. Can both spheres, the ‘simple’ and
the ‘complex’, come together and complement one another, at least where it’s really
needed for the sake of (transnational) democracy? Or will and should they remain
fundamentally opposed?
Can alliances between these spheres, ultimately between politics and art, be
imagined, tested, based in practices that establish a strong set of shared stories, if not
in the end narratives for a democratic, postnational, cosmopolitan society, Europe?
Stories that appeal to the ‘masses’, the man and woman in the street, as well as those
whose ‘profession’ it is to doubt?
It is worth reminding ourselves that it is in fact the politicians who have to act
in the most complex environment of conflicting aspirations, who have to negotiate
socio‑economic realities and the symbolic codes that help interpret the world. And

that it is artists and free thinkers who have less need to negotiate, to compromise. They,
luckily, can follow their convictions and obsessions.
We should also be alive to the ‘mess’ in which we live: a complex postnational
reality in which we desperately need to negotiate joint, democratically legitimate
positions in order simply to cope with it. For this, we need to reach an understanding
of complexity in a simple way, through new democratic ‘non‑myths’ that will fight the
politics of fear and help establish a community of responsibility across borders.
We must, as Samuel Beckett put it, ‘Try again. Fail again. Fail better.’
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8
Belarus: The
neighbourhood
dilemma

I dedicate this chapter to my friends in Belarus who have been struggling so hard
for freedom, human and cultural rights, and democracy in their country. They have
inspired this chapter, the pictures, the book and its cover, through their artistic power
and political responsibility. This chapter was written, and the photos were shot, in early
2010, months before the tragic events after the ‘elections’ in December 2010. And, I
am afraid, it will need more chapters, on paper and in international politics (foremost in
the EU), before we can celebrate in solidarity with these brave citizens of Europe, and
artists in particular.
The fate of ‘the centre’ is often interconnected with that of the ‘periphery’, even if
the centre is not directly dependent on the periphery’s wellbeing. This is true of the
European ‘heartland’ in respect of its neighbours. For the European neighbours of the
EU, relations with the EU are essential in many respects.
And besides, European narratives are not EU narratives: they reflect the
multifaceted and complex, rich and sometimes confusing reality of the wider Europe,
of the ‘centre’ and the ‘periphery’, and the troubles connected with these terms. Good
neighbourhood is decisive for the wellbeing of those on this and those on that side.
Belarus is an unknown country, somewhere ‘in between’. For most EU citizens,
it is a strange East European land, though some know it as ‘the last dictatorship in
Europe’. Going there changes all. Dutch engineers at Minsk airport remark: ‘It’s a
rather European country.’ Visitors to the capital, Minsk, regularly comment on the
clean streets and safety, find its architecture and socialist urban planning at least
‘interesting’, and praise the amount of – green – public space in the city. Minsk was
totally destroyed in the Second World War: a fate much less known than, for example,
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Warsaw’s. The country also lost at least a quarter of its people in the atrocities. None of
this has registered with ordinary Europeans. Even the 1986 Chernobyl nuclear disaster
is recalled as exclusively Ukrainian, though its most deadly effects were felt in large
parts of south‑east Belarus.21
Decent people try to live a decent life there, and for the most part succeed, unlike
some of their former Soviet neighbours. And this in the absence of democratic freedom.
And – it is remarked bitterly – with no clear prospects for the future.
Belarus is one of the countries for which the EU has designed its European
Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), and put in place instruments of cooperation and support.
Even before ENP has properly taken off, it has been heavily criticized by the Belarusian
opposition: it ‘strengthens bandits’, they say, and ‘helps Lukashenko to stay in power’.
That it ‘damages civil society’, as many claim, is of course particularly awkward, given
that civil society is the second of the programme’s stated target groups.
Seen in greater detail, ENP help for Belarus does indeed prove to be a tricky issue.
For example, non‑registered NGOs are not eligible for inclusion, yet if they were to
become registered they would cease to exist, at least as independent organizations.
This vicious circle is aggravated by the fact that the official distribution hub, a
‘humanitarian agency’, controls and heavily ‘taxes’ foreign donations.

Free theatre and realpolitik

Friday evening at the fringes of the city centre, where small wooden houses are slowly
collapsing or have already made way for the noble villas of the well‑off. Natalja takes us
to a performance by the Belarus Free Theatre. Since the company is neither officially
registered nor even simply tolerated as underground theatre, its members are often
harassed or even detained. This means that they have to move from one private location
to another. These days they perform in a miserable one‑floor building; the dividing wall
between its two small rooms was torn down by the owner who has generously allowed
the troupe to work here for a while.
We are seeing a miracle. In a space of roughly 80 square metres, roughly 80
young spectators are squeezed onto a single bench and a few rows of mats on the
floor, watching an ensemble of professional actors – some of them with a career at
the big state theatres behind them, having been fired for ‘disobedience’ – perform
breathtakingly well a piece that leaves us all speechless. The piece is Flower for Pina
21 23% of the territory of Belarus was poisoned by the Chernobyl aftermath, and 60% of the radioactive fallout
landed in Belarus.
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Bausch by Vladimir Shcherban, who directs most of the Free Theatre performances. A
play based on reality, it contains shocking stories of this country’s people, stories that
are not particularly ‘political’ but are taboo‑breaking in their honesty, and strong. Long,
long applause, and good discussions afterwards – as there are every evening among
this creative class that represents the future of Belarus.
Like their theatre partner Vladimir Shcherban, Natalja and Kolja are among those
directors who are just too tired to give up, and too ‘moral’ to accept what they call the
‘deal of the EU with Lukashenko’.
And who could say that they are wrong? Presidential ‘elections’ (all elections
since 1994 have been strongly condemned by the OSCE as being far from free) have
increased the urgency to define new strategies, despite the exceptional fatigue, if not
depression, of an otherwise still‑vibrant intelligentsia.
Kolja claims highly developed morality as one of the authentic features that Belarus
civil society can bring to the EU and to the ‘sea of pragmatism and bad compromises’:
honesty vs the tricks of both the ‘dictator’ here and the appeasement politicians there.
He was chief editor of a magazine that was closed down; boss of a contemporary art
gallery that lost its premises; and a painter and political activist who has been in jail and
received recognition abroad. He works as a designer and playwright, and, for the past
five years, as a theatre director, alongside his wife, Natalja. These two have probably
raised more awareness in Belarus, and particularly abroad, than anybody else.
You need a lot of humour to withstand the pressure, to simply survive, and to
provoke foreign policymakers. Once Natalja and Kolja met policymakers in Brussels
with a T‑shirt emblazoned with the slogan ‘Fuck Realpolitik’.

Options
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The city looks festive these days, between 1 and 9 May (‘Victory Day’), but deeply
irritatingly. Contradictory stories rain from the grey Belarusian sky onto visitors who
have learned to lose their naiveté. Or have still to learn it. On the surface, shockingly
outdated, the city is awash with flags and posters recalling the victory of the Great
Patriotic War. They use either the emblems of the past (hammer and sickle) or
mutations of these, hybrid collusions of militarism, modern graphic design, folk
art (wheat and honey) and some crosses that encircle the Soviet‑style heart of the
visual story.
It looks like an ocean of fake – despite the millions of tragedies, the painful family
stories and memories of the country’s recent history. It feels as if these are being

Dzerzhinsky, the founder of Cheka,
later KGB, still has a home in Minsk,
sharing it with pigeons.
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Hybridity in Minsk: 9th May parade
and adverts for cosmetics.
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indecently used, brutally abused for the sake of outdated, petrifying structures of
power. It is the absence of present‑day democratic societal solutions that is so marked
on this ‘total stage’, which is still a stage of totalitarianism. Yet contradictions emerge,
and not only on the stage of the Free Theatre. Slow ‘modernization’ creates islands
of paradoxes: next to the heroic abundance of icons of memory one finds top‑notch
designed shops, evidence of crude consumerism and another proof of Bourdieu’s ‘fine
– distinctive – differences’, visual islands as signposts of the beginning of a discrepancy
between enforced continuity and profitable modernity, between the differing logics
of socialism and capitalism: more precisely, a new, non‑ideological ideology of a
person ruling the land ‘loved by all’. How long can such a hybrid mix of Soviet language,
controlled state capitalism and foreign bank loans last without imploding? As for the 9
May parade, ‘I cannot stand these compromised rituals any more,’ says Natalja. ‘They
are covering the lies of today.’
But what are the options, really, for the EU, for Belarus, and for the other large
neighbour, Russia?
‘Take us in,’ says one of the civic leaders. ‘We are a safe bet: rather well developed,
stable, safe, highly disciplined in our work, and with a well‑educated workforce. And
take us at our own value. Don’t always compare us with others, throwing us in baskets
that don’t fit our size.’ He speaks somewhat bitterly about many things, such as the near
impossibility of raising the funds needed to step up the struggle. This is true of Belarus
itself, which has none of the oligarchs that Russia has (wealthier businessmen dare not
take the risk, as too much has happened to some of them lately); but it is also true of
Europe, which ‘seems not to have realized yet the potential leverage it has as a result of
Lukashenko needing to ask for loans’.
‘Don’t treat him like a decent politician,’ another opposition leader says. ‘There is
no real media freedom. All elections are manipulated. How long will it take for the EU
to correct the mistake, made so quickly and tragically, of including Belarus under his
regime in the ENP?’
Yet what options are there in realpolitik? ‘There are actually not many,’ says
NN, an experienced diplomat. ‘It is well known that Lukashenko plays both sets of
cards, vis‑à‑vis the EU and Russia. But why can he play them so well? Because EU
membership isn’t a serious prospect at all. And real unification with Russia (beyond the
cosmetic current ‘union’ that is slowly dying or just another token in the game) would
not only be hugely unpopular among the people of Belarus, but also terribly unwise
given the sheer size and dominance of this neighbour that is so deeply involved in
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conflicts on its own territory and in the “glacis”. The EU, on the other hand, is mostly
interested in a relatively safe buffer‑zone in the east, and Lukashenko so far does
provide that.’ And, he adds: ‘Opposition is weak, and it’s unpredictable what kind of
chaos would be the follow‑up to another “orange revolution”.’
Realpolitik or grim cynicism? This diplomat has grounds for his point of view, as he
explains. ‘Russia, as we know, couldn’t accept NATO membership for its neighbour,
nor would it be pleased by EU membership. But as a matter of fact it would also be
extremely counterproductive for Russia, which still provides relatively cheap gas,
to force Belarus into a union with itself; doesn’t look good. Thus, Russia accepts
the in‑between status of Belarus and plays its interests cleverly, however irritating
Lukashenko’s behaviour may be, even for Putin or Medvedjev.’
The opposition, of course, hates this glacis/buffer zone/balance scenario, but has
no strong alternatives, really, for as long as both integration with Russia and with the
EU remain impossible. Yet instead of simply accepting ‘facts’, they rightly and almost
desperately try to increase the prize for this scenario – which means Europeanization
without membership; modernization; and, above all, democratization.
There are two serious and connected problems, though:
a Despite all the rhetoric of supporting civil society and democratic processes, the
EU has, to date, no substantial track record of urging Lukashenko in this direction,
nor instruments to be applied, despite the loans the regime needs;
b There is a real risk of apathy, depression, disorientation, frustration, cynicism and
a brain drain among intellectuals in Belarus, and even among large sections of the
new middle class. This weakens democratic forces, but also makes the present
geo‑political arrangement less stable than it appears, as many observe in Minsk
and Washington, if not yet in Brussels.
Societies cannot function without a minimum of shared hope. Developing and
maintaining any kind of culture (from ‘meaning’ to the artistic DNA of a country),
particularly political culture, in this desperate and likely scenario of long‑term
‘in‑betweenness’ is a matter of survival. Belarusians need new cultural and European
narratives, and these inevitably need to be woven in dialogue with the EU.
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Opportunities for
remembering

Who produces the narratives today? And how are they produced? Let’s have a quick
look first at the ‘high end’ of imagined communities and their artistic narratives. A visit to
the State Museum of Fine Arts reveals the difficulties confronting a ‘late nation’ with a
severely tragic history, and the disasters of a closed country with a frozen present.
Visitors – at least those from abroad – are not properly informed of the losses
caused by Nazi plundering or the later destiny of such treasures. Instead, they are
confronted with densely arranged paintings and artefacts of very mixed quality (many
bad and some interesting pieces side by side), exhibited in a barely comprehensible
order. The majority of works on display tell a story of some sort – a national myth or an
aspect of the country’s tragic history, with the Great Patriotic War and the creation of
a socialist society to the fore. The adjacent new wing of the museum, with its highly
dubious architecture that sets airy lightness and folkloristic modernity against the spirit
of dust and Soviet heritage, fails to change the paradigm. The overall story told here
is: confusion, petrification and loss of ideas. Younger people, when asked about the
generally well‑attended state institutions such as the theatre, just shrug. ‘Hopelessly
boring,’ they say.
Thus ‘heritage’, the ‘art of the past’ – which is absolutely dominant in public
high culture, given the almost total absence of contemporary art – is unable to help
construct a future‑oriented identity for people living under precarious conditions ‘in
between’. Clearly, Lukashenko is trying to build on the continuity of national identity
markers, supplemented by some new forms of historic Disneylands. The battleground
is not so much the future as the past, on which the nation should be constructed with
only slight improvements, eg economically, and few openings for free thinking and
creativity, which are, after all, uncontrollable. And so it is that memories are preserved,
selected and manipulated, to underpin the ‘social’ nature of this regime.

A short trip ‘into the past’

In the former ghetto a decent memorial reminds the visitor of the murdered Jews of
Minsk. Nothing was left over of the former Jewish settlements, and so it was even easier
to use the terrain for urban expansion, and the monument is almost overshadowed by
high‑rise apartment blocks in close vicinity.
In Kurapaty, simple wooden crosses recall Stalin’s policy of eliminating national
elites. Oppositional nationalists discovered the mass graves, despite an imposed
silence on the atrocities. Every now and then the crosses are knocked down by

Belarus: The neighbourhood dilemma

87

political vandals. Mass resistance leading to serious confrontation prevented the worst
act of vandalism: the disappearance of Kurapaty hill under a gigantic building project.
Khatyn, by its very name, misleads the visitor at first. It is a name linked to Katyn,
the place near Smolensk, where Stalin’s secret police slaughtered thousands of
Poles, the elite of the country: a crime long denied and blamed on the Nazis. Only
after perestroika was it admitted, and then only gradually, until the 2010 aircraft crash
that killed the Polish president among others, after which the film about the massacre,
Katyn, was shown even on Russian state TV. Khatyn, spelled and pronounced only
slightly differently, was one of the hundreds of villages destroyed by the Nazis, and one
of roughly 200 villages whose population was burned: in Khatyn’s case, in a barn.
Architecturally, this vast monument site is well made and moving, spread as
it is over the hilly landscape, with bells ringing every now and then from another
chimney‑bell‑tower symbolizing the houses burned on 22 March, 1943. In its
affecting quality, it resembles Bogdan Bogdanovic’s monument of the Ustasha Camp
Jasenovac in Croatia.
But why was this village chosen? Khatyn, claim the opponents of the Soviet
Nomenclatura, wasn’t the biggest village destroyed by the Nazis, nor the closest to the
capital. No, it was used as part of an historical ‘rearrangement’, to distract attention
from that other atrocity at Katyn.
The Great Patriotic War provides some less solemn opportunities for remembering.
A couple of years ago the fortifications known as the Stalin Line were developed into
a major tourist attraction, a highly ‘interactive theme park’ where ladies with tiny dogs
can pose next to MIG fighter planes, and children can ride tanks with their fathers.
From time to time, real machine‑gun fire and artillery explosions shake the visitors. This
is the place to which Lukashenko takes such friends as Hugo Chavez and Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad for history lessons. Never mind (as the opposition points out) that the
fortifications were of little use, with one of the Soviet ‘hero cities’, Minsk, being taken in
just six days.
Soft rain and low clouds cover the land with greyness, and discussion of the use of
the Belarusian language doesn’t really ease the mood of the group. Some see a sign
of hope in the new minister of culture speaking Belarusian; others firmly refute this as
nonsense: language by itself won’t make a difference, they say. On other occasions
they might strongly plead for the important role of the language in reconstructing
society in a democratic Belarus. Some would point to the linguistic minefield of
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Comparable past, different present:
Interventions in Tbilisi, Georgia.
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The blue walls of opposition in
Minsk. Retouched many times, the
dissidents have moved away from
slogans; they just paint blue squares.
(Snow was red in December 2010!)
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controversy over the ‘true’, classic version of the language as opposed to the more
popular one used by roughly a third of the population.

Education for the future

Too much history, indeed. It is thus liberating to meet Vladimir Tsesler, a man of
unbelievable creativity, wit and irony, in his studio. He works for people who dare
to use or show his often sarcastic sketches, posters and designs. These express
an abundance of ideas, realized with perfect style, that confute any expectations
of correctness. He is truly famous there, a monument himself, as revealed by the
celebrations for his birthday, attended by the creative class and held each year in a
different spot in the forests near Minsk.
Tsesler rejects the adjective ‘opposition’ when it comes to his art. He refused an
invitation to exhibit in a famous European museum because it attempted to label him,
requesting that he ‘show something against Lukashenko’ – whom he obviously hates,
by the way. Tsesler is, unfortunately, almost unknown in the West.
A colourful place in Minsk that plans to put on a Tsesler show soon is Gallery Y
(pronounced ‘U’). The gallery presents contemporary Belarusian and international
art, provides access to books and electronic media, and stages public discussions
on art and society today. Since it is registered, Gallery Y can actually participate in
the new ENP action as of 2010. It is funded privately, and yet its existence is not really
secured, due less to possibly controversial exhibitions (such as one on homosexuality,
officially ignored) than to a lack of funds. It is a space of uncontrolled art, beyond the
comprehension of the vast majority of people as well as the security apparatus. Some
predict that it will be affected by ideological clashes. This would be a drama, since Y is
not only a splendid art space, but also one that brings youthful forces into contact with
training, capacity building and cultural management.
The older generation of rebels also thinks systematically about how to educate
professionals freely, with high standards and political autonomy. We meet Yuri
Khashchavatski, a famous documentary filmmaker as well as the founder and
managing board member of the Free Professional Video Institute, which is based
abroad. His critical, political documentaries (such as An Ordinary President) have
led to his being severely beaten up several times, but this has not eroded his courage.
Right now he is finishing a documentary on the Georgian‑Russian war of August 2008,
using his contacts and insights as someone from ‘outside’ who is also very familiar
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with the complexity of the situation. Notwithstanding his pride at recent successes,
education is what matters to him most: education for the future.
There are many more colours than one may expect in this ‘grey country’. Minsk will
burst into creative life when the right conditions emerge. But again: what will happen if,
as is likely, this state of ‘inbetweenness’ is reinforced by the ‘victory’ of Lukashenko and
the continuation of the status‑quo politics of the West? If ambiguity and compromise
persist and the regime doesn’t really change, what will happen to all those constructive,
intelligent, bright, creative minds – the musicians and DJs, theatre makers and fine
artists, philosophers and translators, internet artists and filmmakers, critical scientists
and historians, teachers and doctors, fighters and human rights activists? And with no
prospect of EU integration.

A special case
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The case of Belarus presents a very special variant of the old question: ‘What role
for culture in the complex processes of self‑identification?’ It is a very special case
because it is happening without much attention in the EU or EU countries (the Belarus
Free Theatre is probably the most effective ambassador of its urgency). And because
it is happening ‘late in the day’ (‘the last dictatorship in Europe’) and in the shade of an
incomparably bigger and even more complex neighbour, Russia.
It is an urgent case because the country – as stable as it may appear now – could
soon become rather fragile, when all the frozen conflicts erupt without an independent
elite to offer new processes of ‘negotiation’.
It is also a special case because it is not only a ‘frozen country’, but one that –
despite old narratives that try to anchor a politics of continuation – possesses a
dangerous potential for lability and depression due to the absence of crucial liberties
and prospects for positive self‑identification.
Of course, cultural vibrancy cannot compensate for ‘exclusion’ or political
immobility. Yet culture helps by forming a civic perspective, civil society. It helps by
countering apathy. Cultural cooperation, support, exchange and mobility strengthen
those who can deal with the very peculiar state of inbetweenness; even without
EU‑accession prospects, European cooperation strengthens ‘Europeanness’. It has to.
Cooperation can help strengthen European‑Russian cultural relations too, which is
an issue of special importance for a country that is related to Russia and its people in
so many ways. Above all, cultural investment is needed to fight any further brain drain,
and make it more attractive for those who left to return.

Cultural development with strong European interest and support could enhance
the country’s self‑esteem in difficult times and in difficult geopolitical circumstances.
Individuals and NGOs in Belarus and the West have in mind many more concrete
examples of what can be done and the support that can be given than those
outlined here.
But the tricky issue right now is how to carry out this supportive campaign without
feeding the apparatus of the regime. One way would clearly be to insist on conditions
and tight monitoring; another would be to dispense with so much European red tape
that literally excludes the best.
The stories told by Belarusian artists and cultural mavericks, as well as those
stories that will be told as cooperation increases, form part of one of the most
important European narratives of all: that of the right of every citizen, locally, nationally
and transnationally, to develop his or her potential creatively, to freely project shared
aspirations and to participate fully in society.
Artists, intellectuals and many ordinary people hope that democracy will win out
in Belarus. As so often in the past, they are prepared to really engage for democracy.
Whenever that might come to pass, they need support now.
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9
Syria:
Perceptions
of the
Mediterranean
neighbourhood
Significant foreign policies need the trust and support of citizens; and citizens need
basic political knowledge and some cultural understanding if they are to lend their
support to such policies. Neither of these needs is met in the case of EU policies
vis‑à‑vis the strategically crucial Mediterranean neighbourhood. Worse still, ignorance
breeds alienation, in this instance from neighbourly cultures that have so much in
common with Europe that it cannot cut ties with them without damaging itself.

A serious issue of
legitimacy
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The EU has developed geo‑strategic policies regarding its (mostly Islamic) neighbours
on the ‘other shores’ of the Mediterranean. These policies are backed up by instruments
like the Barcelona Process and quite substantial financial mechanisms for support and
cooperation. Yet EU citizens know little or nothing about this. Recently the EU, under
French president Nicolas Sarkozy, even launched the Euro‑Mediterranean Union. This
development should interest EU citizens a great deal: whose new ‘Union’, with whom,
why, what does it mean, and what will it cost us?
Newspaper readers and TV viewers in the North may well pick up on some stories
from the region other than the ever‑dominant Middle East conflict. There are the
dramas of migration (the ‘boat people’), news of Libya’s unpredictable but (thanks to
the country’s oil supplies) influential leader, safety alerts for tourist spots, and – again
and again – reports mentioning Islam. Debates tend to be more heated in countries
like France and the Netherlands due to the large numbers of Muslim immigrants from
Algeria and Morocco there. Some parts of the EU may have more nuanced perceptions
of the region, but as a political union the EU has failed to convey to its citizens that its
Southern Neighbourhood policy represents a meaningful, comprehensive strategy.

This constitutes a serious issue of legitimacy. Large‑scale policies are being
developed without the consent or even the awareness of tax‑paying citizens. It isn’t
much of an exaggeration to claim that the EU is trying to position itself as a geo‑strategic
player without anybody taking any notice. More generously, it can be asserted that
EU‑Med policies are important for the safety of Europe, for its energy security, and
for many other issues that concern most citizens: it’s just that EU citizens haven’t
really noticed.
‘Neighbours’ isn’t really a term that motivates EU citizens to get engaged. For the
majority, engagement with the region is about containment in three areas: the Middle
East conflict between Israel and Palestine, and related ‘troubles’ (though even here,
in what is widely regarded as an almost unsolvable problem, many if not most would
prefer the US to maintain its leading role and the EU to keep out); the ‘Islam issue’; and
mass migration.
These three ‘clusters’ seem to block the possibility of a sophisticated civilian and
cultural perspective on the nature of good‑neighbourly relations, and on the potentials of
mutual benefit for people and peoples. Instead we have a picture clouded by orientalism
and perspectives distorted by projections of otherness and exclusion.
Psychological preoccupations determine how we accept others, and influence
policymaking vis‑à‑vis those others. The lack of shared narratives, or possibly the
abundance of hostile narratives based on dark memories, make it harder to discover
commonalities anew. The power of perceptions is immense: they can open and close
access to reality, as well as the potential for joint ‘development of reality’.
In the case of Euro‑Med relations, we in the EU are faced with an extraordinary
history of cultural commonalities and cross‑fertilization; at the same time, we are faced
with exceptional oblivion, ignorance, prejudice and suspicion. And we have little means
of communicating in new, fresh ways. When people dive into ‘reality’ they can have a
hard time understanding what they see and leaving behind their preconceptions, even
if they are as prepared and well‑equipped for such immersion, such as the travel writer
Lieve Joris.22

Travel towards change

Travel is one promising ‘route’ – alongside those other routes of education, literature
and film – towards changing one’s preconceptions. Diving into the reality of Syria is
easier now that it is ‘open’ again to tourism; safe. Organized tours are becoming more
22 See, for example, her books The Gulf (1986) and The Gates of Damascus (1993).
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popular, though not to the extent that Syria could rival Jordan, where roughly 15 times
as many tourist coaches can be found parked outside major cultural sites in the country.
The resurgence of interest can be put down to the curiosity of European travellers
combined with the enormous hospitality and openness of the Syrians. These ensure
good conditions for encounters at a time in contemporary history when positive change
is in the air.
The young president Bashar al‑Assad (son of long‑time president Hafez al‑Assad)
has taken important steps to help stabilize the area (including Lebanon and Turkey)
and has signalled that more steps will follow, most importantly regarding Israel. Bashar
al‑Assad, a doctor by profession, came to power after the designated president, his
brother Basil, died in a car accident. Oddly for so allegedly modern (some even say
enlightened) a president, his portraits are everywhere – in photographs, posters and
sculptures of various sizes. Whether this omnipresence indicates the kind of total
rule typical of dictatorship, or is a feature of a Middle East communication strategy
in a volatile country of competing power groups, it is stunning and strange to foreign
eyes. Often he is portrayed along with his late, considerably more hardline father, and
sometimes with his late brother. The almost ridiculous pictorial code resembles the
extreme personality cult in socialist/communist societies (in Europe!), and also an
overwhelming ‘terror’ of patriarchal, fatherly images, and of dynastic rule in a supposedly
modern country (not unknown in Europe either).
However, Bashar al‑Assad seems headed towards peace, and people notice this
with a feeling of hope. A small incident on the journey underlines this. The group’s bus
makes an unscheduled stop in the rocky desert for a very charming encounter with
Bedouins. A tea party is held in front of the tents, on carpets that appear in no time for
the 25 or so guests. Vivid colours and smells, wide views over a desert that seems
empty until a flock of sheep wanders over the hill into view. Shy women dressed in
stupendous colours, anxiously crying kids, two young men in clothes that suggest
leadership, and the father who owns a mobile phone and shows a video on it about wild
animals. The oldest man present sits next to the tour guide and asks, in a ceremonial
moment, ‘Where are they from? Tourists? Does that mean peace?’
The tourists (for so we are) are taken by the endless tales of heritage, heritage that
was at the origins of Europe as well; taken by the great and dramatic (and ‘European’)
Black and White - Outside the
Sayyida Ruqayya (Shia) Mosque in
Damascus.
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history of lands ‘in between’ – East and West, North and South, the sea and the desert,
the Occident and the Orient, empires that expanded and empires that were forced to
retreat. It is an almost overwhelming avalanche of stories that come to their minds again,
a recollection of what one has heard in schooldays about their and our cultural ‘roots’;
stories also of powers and religions, cultures and techniques, inventions and revolutions,
and amalgamation.
Whether these tales reflect times of chaos or perfect social order, tolerance or
destruction, richness or decline, millennia of struggles or peace: all have, along with the
history of these lands, a massive ‘European dimension’.
Again it becomes very evident that European culture and Europe’s cultures were
largely born in the Middle East. And that Europe was at the origins of so many conflicts
there, conflicts that still dominate the lives of so many people in the Middle East, and in
Syria, today.
It is a stunning and shocking journey through time: from the ancient port city of
Ugarit, with its clay tablets inscribed with signs from the world’s earliest known writing
system, to the still inaccessible Golan Heights occupied by Israel and surveyed by UN
troops; from the ‘modern agriculture’ of incredibly sophisticated old irrigation systems
and water wheels (eg in Ham) to the testimonies of force, including the waves of
Crusaders from the West who left destruction in their wake; from Islamic spiritualism
and humour to today’s Shiite Swarovski mosque with hundreds of pilgrims from Iran in
black, many of the women wholly veiled.
There is a gap of magnitude between the deep respect one feels for the splendour
of this history, rich with the traces of world cultures, and the disrespect so commonly
expressed in comments on cultural otherness and societal realities and challenges.
Simple travelling, of course, doesn’t do the trick. Not at all. Whether cultural curiosity
and multicultural appreciation (‘if they stay where they are’) develop into encounter,
learning or even a piece of political awareness depends on many things. There is an
issue with the sterility of organized travel, which rarely encourages dialogue or provides
opportunities to get to know an ordinary family’s concerns from the inside. Contact with
history and contemporaneity are organized and guarded by the guides. International
guides are often eager to provide a flow of positive facts and figures, perhaps given
a lyrical colouring from poetic examples by local authors, often those known or living
in the West (in this case Rafik Sahmi with his fairytale‑like vision). Local guides tend
to colour their cultural stories with ‘local insights’ on everyday culture, in the worst
case contaminated by an internalized orientalism that meets the visitors’ imagined
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expectations. We experience this with one guide who is unstoppable, being the only
‘source’ and Arabic speaker, as he distorts the picture with his own prejudices (eg
against minorities like the Kurds and the Druses) and gives vent to his own paranoia (eg
about international networks) and preoccupations (eg corruption).
Those who don’t get a bit more information from expert guidebooks depend
on a more or less fair, often sterile‑factual or else dubious, misleading voice‑over.
Certainly there is not nearly enough to get to the essentials beneath the surface or
develop any real understanding. Even less is there a chance to raise the issue of what
neighbourhood really means or what connects/separates Europeans and people in the
Middle East.

Conclusions and
perceptions
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When it comes to core European questions, it seems that there are a few dominant
patterns in the travellers’ conclusions and perceptions (if triggered, because such
questions wouldn’t come to the fore otherwise).
First of all, ‘this is not Europe’. It’s near, though; embarrassingly near in its volatility.
Maybe we are ‘related’, but ‘they are very different’, the ‘others’.
Secondly, it reminds the travellers of what they don’t want to be reminded of:
the dominance of bigotry, of rules based on rituals and religious codes that were
established many hundreds of years ago, in totally different societies. This all‑present
dominance of religion and its burdens is of course also a construction, simplified
and neglecting the thousands of facets and the humour with which people play with
differentiation. And, to some extent, it may remind the European travellers of what got
lost in modernity: the spiritual dimension of life.
Thirdly, and relatedly, the ‘European achievement’ of women’s liberation and sexual
freedom forms an expectational screen onto which observations and perceptions are
projected. Reactions range from shock to confusion, dismay to surprise. There are
girls from Lebanon having fun at the hotel bar; women in coffee houses smoking a
narghile (water‑pipe), chatting freely; women in black chadors without even eye slits in
some cases; sexy women, styled and coquettish, wearing the veil; and – to the great
astonishment of the women travellers – black‑veiled female guests at a pre‑wedding
party transformed into voluptuous dance maniacs wearing next to nothing.
It’s the non‑contemporaneity of simultaneity that is hard to understand, though
the female visitors belong to the first generation of European women that has fully
embraced and enjoyed gender liberation and sexual liberty. But (and this sentiment

Chat and power nap in the Umayyad
Grand Mosque Al Umawee.
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echoes in the chambers of deputies in several European countries) concerns about
religious rules limiting freedom and concerns about male repression get confusedly
mixed up with the new doctrine of anti‑Islamism.
Fourthly, what is hard for visitors to grasp is the complex situation in which there are
layers of diversity, ‘modernity and backwardness’. Is it a strange sort of old‑fashioned,
though maybe practical, socialism that rules Syria? Or is it some kind of oriental
‘despotism with a human face’? Or both? The gradations between dictatorship
and freedom are hard to discern. Market economy accompanied by some modern
technology, including mobile phones, plays a role for sure. And for the travellers it is
almost a relief to understand at least the logic of business – suddenly one knows which
rules count and for what purpose.
Perhaps, though, what is being revealed is a deep unconscious worry of tourists
as they randomly collect impressions and share quasi‑philosophical thoughts: that
highly developed cultures can stagnate or decline, and societies become mired for long
periods almost in insignificance. Can that happen to ‘us’, to Europe? And if so, why?
It is extremely awkward but ultimately understandable that average tourists,
temporary travellers in their very special situation of ignorance, curiosity, restricted
access to information, confusion and preconceptions – in short, rather helpless people,
citizens of the EU – view the country more or less as a museum, a treasure‑house of
the traces of world cultures, rather than a potentially interesting partner and vibrant
neighbour needing to be understood and supported.
It may also be understandable that the risks still inherent in the region are being
felt, though acquired knowledge is too limited to judge. It all stays a feeling, and the
travel experience will not change much when the travellers are back home. Nor is the
experience likely to breed sudden interest in a European neighbourhood strategy.

Connect and learn
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Tourism is just one very limited way of connecting to this troubled and rich
neighbourhood of Europe, one that is vastly unexploited and underused, not only in
terms of quantity, but also underdeveloped in terms of true human, social, cultural
and ultimately political experience. One could indeed think of ways to train tour
guides differently, and offer special information and debate settings before and after
trips (beyond sharing slideshows). Communication and information policies both
of the EU and the country in question (eg Syria) could support this. As a matter of
fact, well‑informed and ‘open’ tourists, interested not only in heritage, can become

‘ambassadors’ and multipliers, helping to raise awareness of the challenges facing our
‘family neighbourhood’: our troubles and theirs.
There are not so many other ways to connect and learn, but here are a few
suggestions:
■

■
■

■
■

Contemporary art and culture through specific exchange schemes, cooperation
programmes and – if requested – capacity building (has anyone heard about
Damascus having been the Arab Capital of Culture?);
special programmes for journalists;
mobility for citizen‑ambassadors and possibly also experts in religious dialogue who
wish to engage;
youth schemes, which have proven useful in many cases;
education: a vast area of concern and reform, not only in terms of textbooks,
curriculum setting and teacher training, but also developing jointly some kind of
European perspective.

It is a bitter fact that true interest in the Mediterranean neighbourhood is not very high
among Europeans, and even less when it comes to EU policies and politics. Whether
it is simple ignorance, some kind of legacy of the past, the new ‘geopolitics and Islam’,
the Middle East conflict: whatever the reasons may be, the EU cannot afford to develop
far‑reaching policies without legitimacy. These demand, ultimately, the citizens’ mandate.
Legitimacy, in the end, is not only or even predominantly a ‘technical‑political’
issue of democratic procedures and legal mechanisms. It requires the interest and
involvement of citizens.
Future European narratives need to include the history of the neighbours and what
we share with them; and to conceive – together with the neighbours – what we want to
share and have in common in the future.
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10
Intercultural
dialogue and
the art of
difference
European narratives have been, and will be even more so in the future, narratives of
diversity and difference. This adds to the challenges related to new European narratives,
since diversity related to immigration poses one cluster of major concerns in almost all
European societies.
European institutions, supported by NGOs and most member states, have therefore
undertaken special efforts to address ways of dealing with the issues at stake in a
productive, constructive way. They launched, as a major effort, the European Year of
Intercultural Dialogue.
In assessing the impact made by the year’s hundreds of conferences and
publications, thousands of speeches and many new projects, one must first ask the
question: Impact on whose/which reality?
■

■
■

■

■

■
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The reality of individuals in their daily dealings with others, and otherness (less fear,
more curiosity)?
The reality of the media (e.g. how they approach the issues of migrants’ rights)?
The reality of education (competences for complexity as against habits of
simplification)?
The reality of party politics (politicians planning election strategies around
integration and equality rather than separation and discrimination)?
The reality of European foreign policy (policymakers going beyond traditional
instruments of diplomacy, basing EU external policies on respect and intercultural
understanding)?
The reality of the arts (policies supporting art in transnational contexts)?

Shared European
concerns and solutions?

In fact, Europeans – appreciating their local uniqueness from Sillamae to Seville, from
Lampedusa to Lund – both do and do not agree that they have a ‘diversity problem’ in
common. Many at this moment would subscribe to an excluding, if not hostile, politics
of ‘fortress Europe’. ‘We have enough to do digesting EU enlargement,’ they would
say (‘and bring that to a halt now, too, by the way!’). Fewer would agree that European
countries need to address immigration and globalization jointly, and even fewer again
would say, ‘yes, by the policies and practices of intercultural dialogue’.
And even for them, ‘the diversity problem’ would be a different story in each case:
‘old’ and ‘new’ minorities; Roma integration in a Central European town or North African
migrants in Marseille. However, comparisons between local specifics (even within one
country, say rural Norway and Oslo) are made with the ultimate assumption that there is
a responsibility for society at large, and ‘at large’ means more today than nation states.
There is, indeed, some consensus about having a shared ‘European’ (or, more or
less – probably increasingly less – ‘Western’) problem in terms of global competition
(economic, political and demographic) and on the level of comparative political morality
(‘dialogue instead of clashes’). Yet the European public seems to be far from agreeing
the ‘European’ responses needed. What is disputed at local and national levels (under
certain tensions, but in rather concrete terms) becomes relatively abstract at European
level: too big to understand, or too remote, ‘too European’ . . .
It was in this context, which is of course even more complex in real life, that the
European Commission – logically and at the same time paradoxically – launched the
‘European Year of Intercultural Dialogue’. It came to life with a rather vague agenda, a
limited budget, and an almost moralistic notion of the good (and politically correct).
While in 2008 ‘Schengen’ restrictions became tougher at the external borders,
particularly for the poorer neighbours; while the Irish rejected the ‘reform treaty’ that
would have accelerated the process of defining ‘commonalities’, interculturally, in
Europe (don’t blame the Irish; more would have done the same, if asked!); while the
Turkish AKP was almost banned from political life; and while the issues of minorities,
state sovereignty and the Cold War became tragically ‘hot’ again in the Caucasus –
while all this was happening, idealistic Europe ‘celebrated’ diversity and intercultural
dialogue. Dialogue between whom? Between the peoples of the enlarged EU, of
Europe, of the world. Between old citizens and newcomers, between us and them,
me and you, and (who knows?) between old and young, gay and straight, male and
female. Between Europe and the rest of the world, certainly. An impossible undertaking,
bound to fail?
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Between culturalism
and ‘meaning’

High‑level emphasis on intercultural dialogue suggests that ‘culture’ is simultaneously
the problem and the solution. No doubt with the best of intentions (‘we take culture
seriously on the EU agenda’), the suggestion is that it is mainly ‘culture’ and cultural
differences which make life difficult: not so much inequality or social exclusion, not global
capitalism or regional despotism; but how people cook, dress, have sex, pray. Fatally,
in the realm of ‘symbolic politics’, ‘culture’ eventually had to step in – in place of what?
Race? Religion? Political differences?
A further suggestion is that ‘dialogue’ can act as a ‘bridge’ between cultures
– cultures that nonetheless remain clearly separated islands. ‘Dialogue’ has to be
established as the new credo (not cooperation, which would require much more!). The
term intercultural overlooks the richness and depth of existing transnational networks
and of the hybrid multiplicity of individual identifications.
It is suggested that ‘culture’ has been discovered to be the ‘soul’ of Europe; the
history of European community‑building is being re‑told by persistent myths (Monnet’s
alleged dictum, ‘I would have started with culture . . .’). Clearly, ‘culturalism’ is in fact one
of the dangers we face: the reduction of complexity to one seemingly obvious root‑cause
– ie culture – for the tensions that exist within societies.
Yet there is a point in putting culture on the EU agenda. Living – moreover, living
together – isn’t ultimately about profit and loss, bureaucracy and organizations, but about
meaning. Whatever word we use – and ‘culture’ is an accepted code word for meaning
that can be influenced, ‘made’ to some degree – we are concerned with securing
distinction and understanding, sameness and difference: being boldly different, while
respecting each other, makes us equal.
The project ‘Europe’ has, finally, also become a cultural one. And political culture
needs cultural policies.
However, discerning European citizens are oscillating between:
a cynicism regarding the blunt instrumentalization of culture (and intercultural dialogue)
in the political realm; and
b knowledge and admission that culture (and its freest expression, the arts) can indeed
constitute a shared meaning in respect of diversity (sometimes, unfortunately, also
the opposite).
These citizens are sympathetic to the idea that the first voluntary transnational
democratic entity ever (the EU) is discovering its ‘seat in life’; they see that it is important
for people to have some degree of identification with Europe, making it ‘their project’.
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Outside in.
Ghana, Kekes beach lodge.
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Inside out.
Ghana, Kekes beach lodge.
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They also know all about ideology (often disguised in cultural doctrines) and its fatal
consequences. Yet they agree that cultural and even emotional bonds add ‘colour’ to
the idea of equality in difference, that EU policies aimed at very diverse communities but
lacking any (inter‑)cultural dimensions would be shallow and empty.
Citizens of all origins actively identify themselves with this unique project precisely
because it is based on respect for diversity, on shared fundamental values and
negotiated difference. Europe for them is an uncompleted cultural‑political project that
needs to stay ‘open’ – a societal experiment involving ‘constitutional’ enlightenment and
shared memories, aspirations and beliefs.

Markers of difference

Despite all the justifiable cynicism when it comes to any artificially imposed (and little
known) ‘Year of . . .’ or ‘Day of . . .’ whatever‑it‑is, it has to be admitted that there is a clear
deficit of community‑building stories, images and celebrations in public spheres. Of
course the lessons of the past century are: defend the right to remain rational, and utterly
sceptical in national affairs; and no shared power without felt commitment for diversity
– otherwise it’s just another empire. Clearly, one of the largest achievements of the EU is
its deliberate ‘sobriety’ after the catastrophes of nationalism and communism.
Yet there is a need to develop postnational, almost post‑emotional narratives of
a common future. A first layer of answers suggests ‘rituals’ and ‘symbolic politics’,
functional and empathic, based on real needs on the ground.
And, indeed, extraordinary efforts and dramaturgies could be useful for making some
visible difference in the ‘economy of attention’, for representing the idea and reality of the
new postnational community. An advanced and sophisticated entity such as the EU (a
‘community of difference’) needs markers of importance and genuine celebration. The
difficulty is precisely that patterns of interpunctions cannot and should not be used or
simply transferred from the national modernity or postmodernity (where sameness was
the glue) to the postnational future (‘community of difference’).
We have not yet discovered or invented the postnational community markers which
both work relatively simply and play sophisticatedly with the new balances between
community and difference. Or to put it another way: we don’t have the language yet for a
reality that is only slowly emerging.
On the other hand, we may not succeed if we limit this search for markers to a
branding exercise, to ‘symbolic politics’. The postnational community may well pose
radically different challenges. How do we replace ‘sameness as the glue’ by ‘difference
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as the glue’? Well, where better to look for the ‘art of difference’ than in the realm of the
arts themselves?

Differentiation
and expression:
art as difference
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Indeed, art offers millennia of experience (a material and immaterial heritage) as well as
a restless contemporary investigation (at any time) when it comes to the ‘forms’ given to
the paradoxes of difference.
The time has come to look again and perhaps differently at the role of art for such
communities of differentiation and difference as the European Union. Not in an
‘instrumental’ manner, as tried by the alchemists of nationalism, but by looking at what
has been developed and is constantly being bred by art when dealing – in unsettling and
beautiful work – with difference and the moulding of difference.
In the eternal film of life, where birth, death, marriage, initiation and the beginning
of the seasons structured the flow of the zillion everyday images and the birth of the
individual within its group, art – in each respective culture – helped to make those
extraordinary moments of difference tangible, visible, audible, memorable, based on
sheer imagination. Cultures differed in the way they carved wood, painted masks, played
drums, painted or sang; but they all celebrated (and still celebrate) difference, in the
collective and in the flow of normality; difference that makes life beautiful, allows respite
in work and communication; and difference that hurts (departures, otherness and
conflict); difference that asks for emotional ‘preparation’ or action to follow.
Since the earliest times, arts and culture have ‘produced’ artefacts of remarkable
‘difference’ and processes for ‘marking difference’, creating extreme beauty, shock and
meaning: from the totem poles in Papua New Guinea, related to death and the continuity
of life, to archaic choirs in the Alentejo region and the films of the Coen brothers.
‘Differentiation’ also works, of course, beyond the immediate community life, the tribe.
Larger collectives benefit from similar mechanisms of ‘difference (art) for difference
(life)’, as the history of myths and religions demonstrates. Christianity built on the rituals
of its predecessors, such as using the main markers of the year (Easter, Christmas, etc)
and existential markers such as ‘blood’ and ‘flesh’. In a transubstantiation from nature to
spirit, pagan sacrifices turned into new community‑building exercises that linked/bound
(‘re‑ligio!’) the individual with the others and with the totality (God). At the same time,
this allowed radical difference: the new ‘victim’ is indeed very different: he is a human
being like all others, and he is God (his son). In other words, humans are ‘God’ (by being
children of God) in all their pain and ‘crucifixions’.

How did institutions (across the world, incidentally) manage to convey ultimate
dialectical wisdom in terms that made sense to the people, the citizens? They used . . .
art. The most ‘sustainable’ institutions (churches), surviving for thousands of years, have
understood the need to ‘negotiate difference’ in a very complex way. Art and culture
were virtually at the core of their ‘business’, in helping to explain, to teach, to express, to
translate, to condense and to question.
Institutions such as churches or states failed, fatally, when they rejected the
complexity of difference in favour of simplicity and exclusion, banning and burning
otherness. Yet we know that this abuse of power – denying the right to be different
and imposing sameness – led (not always without further abuses) to reformation,
and enlightenment, de‑mystification, individualization, secularization, revolution
and modernity.
Revolutions developed their own dramaturgies, new (invented or derived) rituals of
sameness and difference, though the sources of legitimacy changed. The Code Civil
redefined belonging and equality in a radical way, and the constitutional processes of the
young ‘States’ across the Atlantic contributed to the international recognition of human
rights. New ideals of equality and ideas of difference found their immortal expressions,
eg in the invention of the modern novel, Mozart’s operas and Goya’s paintings.
The emergence of nation states (‘imagined communities’) and nationalism brought
about new paradoxes. On the one hand, they eased the pain of difference (‘all are
equal’) with a less totalitarian or non‑totalitarian concept of citizenship; on the other
hand, they set about subduing and even erasing difference from the main ‘ethnic/racial
corpus’ (brutally and tragically under the Nazis – expressed visibly, by the way, in their
totalitarian architecture and ‘Arian art’). Alternatively, ‘class’ served as the marker of being
in or out, dead or alive: totalitarian socialism knew how to celebrate belonging, proudly
distinguishing itself from ‘reactionary’ political and cultural patterns and from nationalism.
Despite its self‑proclaimed ‘cosmopolitanism’, sameness once again manifested itself –
in victims; those who differed, or opposed, were killed.

Postnational sobriety

We understand why the fathers of postwar Europe constructed ‘the community’ as a
non‑ideological entity that intertwined interests rather than beliefs. Economics seemed
to be a more promising prospect than culture(s) as a means of maintaining peace,
in this first‑ever voluntary ceding of powers: secular and rational, transnational and
post‑religious, modern, social and capitalistic, based on the rule of law and human rights.

Intercultural dialogue and the art of difference

111

Dockyard and church in Gdansk,
Poland.
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Consequently, this union, the EU, has neither traditions nor credibility in celebrating
its achievements, economic or otherwise (the ‘organization’ of difference and unity). It
has no ‘style’ of its own, no literature, no narratives and no music. For a long time it didn’t
even have a cultural strategy or policy. It was rational to the extent that citizens didn’t have
a clue what it was about.
The EU did make a huge difference. Never before was there peace in (most of)
Europe for such a long period; never before were so many of its citizens so well off. Yet
its rituals are clandestine and boring, so sober that nobody wants them; or symbolic
without the old metaphysical notion of ‘totality’ or ‘meaning’. That’s why each ‘Year of . . .’
or ‘Day of . . .’ can’t really work. Unless . . .? Unless citizens make it work.

Urgency and ‘form’; civic
‘ownership’ and change

How can European citizens help make positive change work? What more could be
achieved if citizens enjoyed real ‘ownership’? Can we expect reasonable progress,
beyond what communications and policy experts, professional representatives and
political parties have attempted so far? Is there space for new alliances between
European civil society and decision makers?
At least two crucial ingredients are indispensable: radically important shared content,
and authentically moving shared forms for shared ‘imaginaires’.
Shared content in terms of concerns, aspirations and interests – and asking, with
a sense of urgency, civil society to engage for the sake of real change (eg an external
policy based on intercultural respect and understanding, as opposed to neo‑imperial
power gestures – without becoming hopelessly naïve). And shared forms in terms of
narratives, images, messages, symbols – and making sure they are strong enough
for identification and mobilization, stimulating a willingness to act, to assume active
responsibility.
Environmental and human rights movements have demonstrated how both of these
approaches, combined, can work. These movements have attracted thinkers, designers,
artists and citizens – across not only Europe, but the whole world. Interestingly enough,
they both started out bottom‑up, in strong opposition to predominant paradigms and
powers. Coalitions that work partially bottom‑up and top‑down are not only possible, but
have achieved a lot.
In the case of the Year of Intercultural Dialogue, the initiative came top‑down. Content
was far from being clear or clearly communicating the urgency; there was no attractive
narrative or self‑explanatory aesthetic ‘carrier‑rocket’ built in from the outset. In other
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words, it started in the usual bureaucratic manner. Surprisingly, though, civil society
bought in to this, to some extent. Why?

A civic platform for
intercultural dialogue
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The construction of the ‘Union’ not only happened on the ruins of fascism and unfolded
alongside the fall of communism, but also in parallel with processes of de‑colonization
and the emergence of a post‑colonial, neo‑imperial politics and globalization. The notion
of diversity and difference changed in many ways, positively (greater equality) and also
negatively (new forms of exclusion, dominance, racism and xenophobia).
With the fall of the Iron Curtain and the end of the Cold War, global conflict lines
shifted. The Eastern enlargement of the EU was being prepared while populist parties in
Europe were becoming stronger. In the aftermath of 9/11, attacks by Islamic extremists
and the war in Iraq marked other turning points. Multiculturalism allegedly imploded
during the first years of the new millennium; banlieues were set on fire; ten countries
joined the EU in 2004 and two more a bit later; along with right‑wing parties, a new
populism once more came to the fore (also occupying the very centre of centre‑right and
centre‑left parties), depicting alarmist scenarios of immigration and terrorism; the ‘end
of history’, proclaimed far too soon after 1989, metamorphosed into the perceived clash
of civilizations – and the ‘end of our civilization’ if Europe’s borders weren’t closed. The
politics of fear became prominent if not mainstream, while demographic projections and
economic scenarios signalled the need for much greater levels of immigration.
Many in European civil society became deeply concerned by the militarization and
privatization of global conflicts, and the increasing number of conflicts at the heart
of European society; by the ‘hidden apartheid’, as some called it, stemming from the
erosion of civil and human rights, and the border regime of the EU which contradicts its
own diversity policies.
It was, of course, not only the cultural sector that became worried. Educational and
youth organizations, human rights groups and those concerned with migrants’ rights . . .
Civil society at large reacted; some became involved – long before cultural organizations
did – beyond their own narrow boundaries.
The cultural sector was and still is, however, challenged in a very specific way.
Whether the keyword was ‘multicultural’ or ‘intercultural’ or ‘trans‑cultural’, something
seemed to have happened with culture. As previously stated, culture was being
perceived as the root cause of most of the troubles – and as the potential cure.

The cure for any root cause needs to be applied at source. Community building must
start from society’s deepest levels: the ‘bottom‑up’ model of growth.
An example of this – modest, but with potentially far‑reaching ripples of influence
– is the Civil Society Platform for Intercultural Dialogue, later renamed Platform for
Intercultural Europe.23 The aim was to create a trans‑sector platform advocating
constructive, inclusive diversity policies and practices – policies and practices affecting
public and civil society institutions and organizations, at European, national and
local levels.
The platform has been a hybrid experiment in responding to ‘enlightened’ top‑down
(institutional, European) interests, with civic organizations carrying it forward and a sector
that has only slowly adopted its goals and working methods, while being extraordinarily
diverse in itself, advanced and conservative, exclusive and inclusive.
In essence, the question is whether the urgency that is one of the preconditions of
change is felt by civic organizations, whether they understand their role, and whether
they can make a substantial contribution to problem solving.
If art is one of the ways to mark difference – by ‘being different’ – it should play
an enormous role in negotiating difference within society, deconstructing myths and
stereotypes, combating ignorance and fostering an understanding and appreciation
of diversity.
Today’s and tomorrow’s democratic narratives will have to be narratives of dialogue,
with intercultural discourse and cooperation forming the essence of civic engagement.
And they will always require aesthetic, artistic ways to be told and shared, with equal
emphasis on content and form. They will have to be systemic, bottom‑up, visible and
intimate. This set of high expectations, of dialectical loading, already points to something
that has truly become rare, and needs to be rediscovered if we are to have a more
hopeful politics: the potential of utopian dreams.
[Note on this text. The bulk of the article was written in autumn 2008, as the Year
of Intercultural Dialogue was drawing to a close. The original article appeared in
Anthology about Diversity (Norwegian Ministry of Culture and Church Affairs, 2008).]

23 Set up by the European Cultural Foundation (www.eurocult.org) and Culture Action Europe (www.
cultureactioneurope.org).
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11
The idea of
progress

‘It has always been like that: men fight for their own interests; the mighty strike their deals
to rule the world; it’s always the powerless who pay the bill; brothers kill each other;
empires come and go; history is a sequence of rise and decline . . .’
Let us have a look at one of the most baffling of conflicts: modern narratives of the
‘commonwealth’ of citizens vs apparently eternal myths that usurp democracy.
Functioning societies, especially democratic ones, require trust. This is even truer
of societies that operate in transnational settings, where the transcending of borders
is an absolute necessity. Europe, the European Union, is the most ‘modern’ form of
organizing the common good across borders and boundaries. For it to have democratic
legitimacy, and even just for it to function, the EU needs a strong, reliable and
sustainable social architecture of trust (and hope), particularly when under strain from
pressures arising globally or locally.
Europe and contemporary democracies are meeting with increasing popular
scepticism. One of the most powerful, though often hidden, sediments of mistrust
clings to an ancient limit on democratic modernity: ‘human nature’, supposedly
unchanged since the Neolithic revolution. Popular belief argues against complex
modern societies based on mutual respect, trust and the interdependence of interests,
since mankind hasn’t changed much and still follows the eternal rule of (often very
aggressive) self‑interest.
Widespread scepticism of an unspectacular but rather atavistic kind creeps in
slowly, almost as part of the normal mainstream. Long seen as naïve, harmless, it has
the potential to erode not only trust in constitutional and legal principles, institutions,
processes of governance and administration, but also the fundamental confidence of
larger numbers of citizens. It can erode a culture of responsibility.
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Deep silent mistrust stems from these atavistic ‘negative’ principles, damaging our
mechanisms of understanding, explanation and fundamental ethics: by referring to
pre‑modern, if not archaic roots.
A mix of reasons produces this narcotizing cocktail: the loss of ‘the simple great
narratives’; the decline of communitarian bonds like churches and, to some extent,
democratic parties; merely functional education that tends to be training rather than
Bildung; the increased complexity of global interdependence; the growing alienation of
modernization’s actual or potential losers; poverty; loss of prospects; fear. Many factors
inject the poison that can seriously damage the body politic.
The centrepiece of these ‘silent beliefs’ is the idée fixe of the eternal return (or
recurrence), the ahistoric claim of anthropological fundamentals that resist change.
The term as used by most Westerners does not refer to reincarnation but the ‘eternal
return of the same’. Not only does it signify a spiritual‑metaphysical concept, a dubious
tradition merging astrology, stoicism and Schopenhauer, and more questionable
sources; it also incorporates a widely shared, basic element of common sense by which
people explain themselves and the world.
The underlying preconceptions are:
■

■
■

■

Special pleading

Scepticism towards the idea of progress (‘There is no progress, really; human
nature and behaviour remain the same even under apparently very different
conditions’)
Anti‑utopian pragmatism (‘Don’t trust those who promise a better world!’)
Apologetic explanations of the capacity of human beings to act in evil ways
(providing ammunition for one’s own behaviour of exclusive self‑interest)
Quasi‑naturalism that describes humans as contingent actors operating within the
tight coordinates of nature (drives, instinct) and the mechanics of action steered by
hidden forces (ultimately patterns that can be predicted, engineered and used).

Funnily enough, these ‘pagan’ incarnations of ‘technoid naturalism’ are ‘dignified’
by references to ‘holy’ sources. The Bible thus converges with computer science
and genetics.
‘Ever since Adam and Eve . . .’ is just the kind of popular saying that reveals a popular
belief in the idea of the eternal order. The explanatory power of such sentiments
covers fundamental areas of human concern: life, death, love and hate, coexistence,
cooperation and competition.

The idea of progress

117

Then there is the ‘special pleading’ that claims to explain and excuse men’s
aggression, often expressed in sentences more likely to begin: ‘Ever since Cain
and Abel . . .’
Holy texts like the Bible and the Qur’an are seen as lending massive traditional
authority to these concepts. They state almost iron laws, as in the case of Cain and
Abel/Qabil and Habil: an archetype that deals with eternally recurrent ambiguity,
dangerous competition and fratricide.
It doesn’t matter that science may have offered rational interpretations that refer
to very specific prehistoric or historic contexts (in the case of Cain and Abel, the shift
of cultures and the conflicts between crop farmers and hunter‑gatherers) or given
psychological/psychoanalytical explanations, eg referring to developmental childhood
conflicts. What seems to lend ultimate authority are those carved‑in‑stone pieces of
‘wisdom’ like the eternal recurrence of even deadly competition, variously expressed (eg
Hobbes’ homo homini lupus or the popular version of Social Darwinism). Such basic
‘laws’ often give rise to secondary ‘ethical’ axioms pointing out the limits of altruism (‘Am
I my brother’s keeper?’).
These seemingly naïve beliefs form the texture (almost a founding myth) for a
behaviour that is either value‑neutral or favours fear over hope, defence over hospitality,
self‑concern over social responsibility, narrow community over anonymous society,
sameness over difference, exclusion over integration.
In essence, they legitimize traditionally negative values and behaviour (lying,
betrayal, theft, systematic corruption, lack of empathy and, in extreme cases, murder)
as long as these are not openly admitted or done. A 20th‑century ideology like fascism
sought to legitimize even race/ethnicity‑based exclusion and extinction. ‘We’ may not
go nearly as far, but privately we may endorse certain negative values: all decently
covered up, of course, according to a double standard that has become an accepted,
undisputed norm.
Today’s creeping decline of moral, ethical and political standards, legitimized by the
notion of eternal recurrence, is fuelled by other parties who have a particular interest
in upholding such sentiments among certain segments of the population, such as
consumers or voters.
This most recent and widespread fashionability of ‘eternal recurrence’ is much
less ideological than in the myth‑based Arian camouflage of National Socialism. It is
areligious but uses religion even as it plays the anti‑clerical card; it is highly ahistoric
but uses historical references as a source of legitimacy; it can be anti‑capitalistic while
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Where from and where to,
Amsterdam.
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Save capitalism. Graffiti,
Wiental, Vienna.
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Witness Box
A photo essay

Charlie Marx X‑large
Tristesse oblige in the Moldavian
winter. Moldova is certainly among the
poorest countries of Europe, if not the
poorest. Split in two parts, Trans‑Nistria
and the larger rest; wrestling with its
languages, its identities and its pasts;
squeezed between large neighbours,
stuck politically ‘in between’: it offers
few chances to young people.
One such, Ionela Costachi, made a very
strong one‑minute video called ‘360
solitude’.* It depicts an empty room and
voices that are long gone, emigrated.
Do we hear them in the ‘former West’?**
They are with us.
And what does that all mean for the
‘winner’, Charlie?

* http://www.theoneminutesjr.org/index.
php?thissection_id=10&person_id= 440
** Title of a contemporary art project by
Charles Esche, Maria Hlavajova and Kathrin
Rhomberg, http://www.formerwest.org/

Witness Box – a photo essay

Cleansing of the Temple –
or the reverse
What keeps the world together? Art?
Money? Artists are reoccupying the
spaces that were famously ‘cleansed’
of business. This installation, by Kwant,
appeared in Amsterdam’s Oude Kerk
(‘old church’) in September 2005 as part
of Gerrit Rietveld Academie’s graduate
show. In the Netherlands, one of
Europe’s richest countries, religious and
cultural (or, more precisely, ‘culturalized’)
conflicts are instrumental to those who
benefit from the politics of fear.
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One of the great and most successful
writers of today’s Europe, Geert Mak,
has more than once dared to oppose this
cheap populism. His family memoir, My
Father’s Century (1999), shifted more
copies (as they say) than the telephone
book, and reminded the Dutch of their
own recent history. He received awards
from all over for the bestseller In Europe
(2004); a TV series on this ‘odd’ subject
was also notably successful.
Still, as loudly and as widely as Mak’s
voice was heard, it seems he was

ignored by many. After all the Dutch
tragedies of the young 21st century
– tragedies around people like Pim
Fortuyn, Theo van Gogh and Ayaan
Hirsi Ali – he wrote, in 2005, Gedoemd
tot kwetsbaarheid: an approximation
of this almost untranslatable title would
be Doomed to Vulnerability. Following
the Dutch parliamentary elections of
June 2010, the leader of the anti‑Islam
Freedom Party, Geert Wilders, became
a political kingmaker. What keeps the
world together? Might it be fear?

The Europe of Strangers
This photo was taken at the 53rd Venice
Biennale, in the Polish pavilion exclusively
devoted to Krzysztof Wodiczko. Venice’s
Arsenale – another ‘holy place’ of
conversion from war to international high
art, in a once rich and mighty city that
has become an icon of musealization
and beautiful fragility – hosted this
visual nightmare, an oscillating ‘show of
exclusion’, transparent and opaque, with
images of strangers coming very close
and moving away again; hard to grasp,
yet shockingly direct.

Ai Weiwei did something similar in
a very different way in Kassel, 2007,
at documenta 12. His ‘projects for
imagination and possibility’ seem to
counter fear, and so he invited 1001
Chinese to documenta. They brought
with them old village chairs that became
omnipresent in the exhibition place, an
old palace.

© Guests 2009, video projection, colour,
sound, 17’ 17’’, loop
Photo by courtesy of Profile Foundation

In 2010 a new book by Tsvetan Todorov
shed light on our perceptions of the influx
of the ‘strange’. He called it The Fear of
Barbarians.
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Borders
Borders become obsolete. Like the one
near Suwałki, northeast Poland, which
previously and sharply separated two
countries ‘united in brotherhood’, Poland
and Lithuania. Borders also become hot
– as at the outer fringes of the European
Union (almost ridiculously, the ‘republic
of’ Schengen).
Another ‘republic’ is the Borderland
Foundation in Sejny, an old centre of
Jewish life in this peripheral region. It
was here, in May 1990, that Krzysztof
Ciszewski set up his unique centre
of the ‘Borderland of Arts, Cultures,
Nations’. Today, thanks partly to non‑EU
member Norway, in the midst of the
Podlesian forests the old manor house
of author and Nobel laureate Czeslaw
Milosz is being refurbished to serve as
a bridge over mental borders of all kinds.
Krzysztof crossed many of them.
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Ways of belonging . . .
. . . are manifold but at certain, often crucial,
points, they all boil down to having a passport,
the right passport, and the right visa.
The Becoming Dutch exhibition (2008) in
Eindhoven’s Van Abbe museum played with
the tricky notions of belonging. As does the
Romanian artist Dan Perjovschi, whose
‘E YOU E ME’ graffiti has become famous – a
fate shared by Bosnian artist Sejla Kamerić’s
2000 installation over the bridges of Ljubljana,
‘EU/Others’.

Trust
Kids, like this one on the left, playing
in the Umayyad Grand Mosque in
Damascus, and the other one on the
right, in Sayyida Ruqayya Mosque, a
Shiite holy place in Damascus; kids in
the suburbs of Paris and Vienna; the
kids we were and those we ‘made’ –
represent all aspirations and sorrows, as
kids, simply, and as angels and victims.

Crying with laughter and tears, they
become the objects of unimaginable
aggression and aggressors themselves,
as told in myths and in history, and as is
visible in contemporary struggles and
projections of nightmarish futures.
And yet never before have we had the
means and knowledge to create a world

in which all kids could live in peace and
wellbeing – if we trust in our potential.
That is what György Dragoman does
in his novel The White King (2008),
an exceptional piece of art and of the
art of survival; and it is what Melinda
Nadj Abonji does in Tauben fliegen auf
(Falcons without Falconers), which won
the 2010 German Book Prize.
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Futures
No glass in the window, but a wonderful
view; not much more than chairs and
tables, yet it exists: a school somewhere
in the heart of Africa – more precisely,
near Kumasi in the Ashanti region of
Ghana, with spirited teachers and
enthusiastic pupils. A window on
the future.
Africa is growing. Africa is changing.
We in Europe don’t notice it much,
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as long as Africans are not ‘flooding’
Lampedusa or other places around the
Mediterranean basin.
Africa has again become a global focus,
but differently. China, for instance,
plays a part in African growth and
change. One exemplary project was
shown within the European Capital of
Culture, Essen for the Ruhr, 2010, as

part of the festival theatre of the world:
BRAVE NEW WORLDS. (KINSHASA/
GUANGZHOU), a project involving
collaboration between Chinese,
Congolese and Belgian artists reflecting
on perceptions of change and of
possible futures.*
* http://www.theater‑an‑der‑ruhr.de/repertoire/
brave‑new‑worlds‑kinshasa‑‑guangzhou/

Ego Intercontinental
A shop in Cork, Ireland, photographed
in 2005 when Cork was European
Capital of Culture. It didn’t look like an
art project; it looked like a real shop.
Does it still exist? The idea behind it
continues to dominate the world, despite
the near‑collapse of the world financial
system and economy too. Ireland – the
former Celtic Tiger – had and has to face
a dramatic crisis.

Accompanying the crisis, a peak was
reached in the development of what
could be called the economisation of
culture – or at least the economistic
advocacy argument for culture. Richard
Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class
was studied by the assistants of city
mayors across Europe and beyond;
creative clusters were funded; the
creative industries and, more narrowly,
the cultural industries were seen to

provide a magic formula in difficult times,
regions, towns. In 2010 the European
Commission published its ‘GREEN
PAPER: Unlocking the potential of
cultural and creative industries’.
That’s all fine, as long as we keep an
eye (or two) on the proportions, and
perspectives – and listen to the artists.
It is often their quiet voices that shake
society deeply.
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The Contemporary of the
Non‑contemporary
In the city centre of Minsk, in December
2010 again victim of the plague of
dictatorship, a statue of one of the darkest
personalities of Europe, itself the ‘dark
continent’ (the title of a wonderful book by
Mark Mazower). Still officially honoured,
Felix Dzerzhinsky founded the Bolshevik
secret police, the Cheka (later there
were other names for it too), notorious
for large‑scale human rights abuses,
including torture and mass summary
executions, carried out especially during
the Red Terror and the Russian Civil War.
Nearby, flaneurs and a few businessmen
and young people met their peers, well

The Art of Difference

observed by the Belarussian KGB
situated opposite this grotesque scenery,
before it became very dangerous again
to gather, after the so‑called elections in
December.

Monuments! In Vienna, in the 1930s, the
Austro‑fascist chancellor Dollfuß wished
to place a statue of one of the most
fervent clerical opponents of 15th‑century
Osmanic troops in front of the imperial
crypt. This Franciscan monk, called
No comfort any longer that the pigeons
Capistran, was responsible (among other
shit on Dzerzhinsky’s head. Or that the
things) for the inquisition and murder
wild music aficionado DJ Lawrel (or
of Jews. He was beatified following
Laurel)* had his modest headquarters
the second Vienna siege in 1689. This
(just a laptop) in a café nearby, stubbornly
happened, of course. What’s more, the
maintaining cosmopolitan strangeness as
main gesture of this iconographic statue –
against the well‑known. Hundreds were
the holding up of a cross against the ‘Turks’
beaten up again, and put in jail.
– was used against Muslims in 2010 by
‘HC’ Strache, the right‑wing politician and
* www.youtube.com/watch?v= dlfzwSqw6Ds disciple of Jörg Haider.

He, too, sees everything
A cafe in Damascus, May 2010. Barca,
supported by the majority of the
exclusively male patrons, are playing
Arsenal. The patrons enthusiastically
welcome a female tourist, accompanied
by her partner. So, roughly 250 men and
one woman watch the game, watched
by the president. He is watching
everywhere, and everything. ‘No
wonder’, said the Syrian guide. ‘He is
an ophthalmologist. Quite nice. Made
peace with the Turks.’

‘A climate of unease for artists in Syria,’
writes Michael Kimmelman in the New
York Times on 3 November 2010. ‘That’s
the other face of life here . . . a deeper
culture of political stagnation.’ He quotes
Rosa Yassin Hassan: ‘Two people
write about the same thing, and one is
imprisoned today, the other not.’

The right team won.
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History serves all
Khatyn is not Katyn. Khatyn – near Minsk
– is a Belarussian memorial, recalling
the brutal destruction of villages by the
Nazis. Katyn – near Smolensk – is a
place of massacre: it was here, in April
and May 1940, that Polish nationals
were murdered en masse by the Soviet
secret police, the NKVD – an event
known as the Katyn Forest massacre
(Polish: zbrodnia katyńska, ‘Katyń
crime’; Russian: Катынский расстрел).
Complex stories of the use and abuse of
history, and of planned disorientation.
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This picture was taken in Khatyn, or
Chatyn, in May 2010. Two women intent
on commemorating, or maybe just taking
pictures, are observed by a uniformed
cleaning lady eager to do her job. Her
task is easier than that of those who try to
‘make up’ memory, or of those who try to
establish the truth for the future, as Andrzej
Wajda did in his film Katyń (2007).
‘Let us resolve to be masters, not the
victims, of our history,’ John F Kennedy
once said.

Freedom
A May 2010 performance by the Belarus
Free Theatre company, beautifully set in
a tiny devastated house on the outskirts
of Minsk. The house was temporarily
‘donated’ by an individual who just wants
them to be able to perform – against all
the odds, given the political situation in
a country dominated by ‘the last dictator
in Europe’. They will move on to other
semi‑secret places after a while, as they
have been doing for years.

The spectators are young and
super‑educated. Each evening a group
of around 50 to 70 squeeze into the
room and sit on the floor. The new elites
keep to themselves, another form of
l’écrémage, as the French call it – with
no illusions yet of any splendid and free
future, but not without hope, despite
what happened – again – in December
2010. They need our support.
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Faces not lost
Péter Forgács, a Hungarian artist of
global and cosmopolitan importance,
is obsessed with faces, with traces of
violence that turn people into objects,
numbers, and finally force them to death.
Measuring equals vanishing in one of his
greatest installations, which was shown at
the Venice Biennale, but also at ‘home’, in
Budapest, at the Ernst Museum in 2010.
Forgács became famous through his
series Private Hungary. ‘This uses as its
basis footage shot mainly by Hungarian
amateur cameramen from the 1930s
until the 1980s; their films were about
day‑to‑day lives that were soon to be
turned upside down by the extraordinary
historical events that unrolled during
these decades.’
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Lost faces
A small town in southern Italy, Puglia
region. The pizzicas and tarantellas of
yet another true summer have died away;
the elections are over – people say not
much has changed, not much will change.
The faces on the wall – designated
and panelled by the commune for the
campaigns – are fading away. Strange
faces ‘from the boats’ have disappeared
again: locked away, people say. Too many
people and peoples have left here, people
say; the land seems proudly tired. Film
crews invade the scenery then leave the
locals behind in the heat. ‘Watch out, we
are all becoming a museum of lost faces.’

‘Bisnismen’
A wedding ceremony in Georgia, 2007,
one year before the most recent serious
armed conflict. The old, beautiful church
near Mtskheta is one of the historical,
holy places of a country torn between
major powers and (some say) its own
leaders’ macho miscalculations.
The old military road, which one can
see on the picture, leads up the valley
right to the Russian border, deep in
the Caucasus. A couple of kilometres
away, over high mountains of solemn
beauty, South Ossetia lives its own life
of lawless ‘independence’. A few hours’
drive west takes you to the borders of
the other offspring, Abkhazia, strangely
explosive and situated next to the
Russian Black Sea city of Sochi, which
will host the 2014 Winter Olympics.
And to the east, and south of Chechnya,
there lies Azerbaijan, a treasure‑chest of
energy resources. Gas and oil pipelines
cross the country of Georgia, or what
is left of it, and Giuseppe Verdi had to
lend the name of one of his operas to
a hugely ambitious project in Europe’s
energy‑diversification strategies:
Nabucco. It is all Europe. Flight time from
Vienna: two hours something.
No wonder the freshly married
‘bisnisman’ has to be on his mobile even
in this hour of private happiness. It is not
clear, though, if his wife fully understands
it. Do we?
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Who will listen?
Modern times and tradition only seem
to meet easily in Minsk. On this crisp
May morning in the year of the national
elections, 2010, which ended with
the massive use of force against the
democratic protesters, a pious lady in
front of the Holy Spirit Cathedral collects
money for a good cause while making
a phone call. 9 May was celebrated as
it has been for decades with tanks and
planes, masses and ‘him’ who then still,
for short only, seemed to listen to the
EU’s demands.
Life will go on, that’s what the mobile
phone company life is suggesting.
The only question is: how after the
catastrophe of December 2010? The
one good thing is that here is more
public debate on democracy in Belarus
in ‘Europe’. Who will listen this time?
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Art is difference
A snapshot taken at the Venice Biennale,
on a stairway to heaven – the artistic
heaven. This heaven is open and
closed, enigmatic and clear, absolute
and relatively irrelevant, eternal and
ephemeral. It represents the realm of
freedom, and is, however, managed by
the market. Thousands are knocking
at its doors, and some are admitted, in
many diverse ways.
A century ago, Nietzsche said: ‘In
heaven, all the interesting people are
missing.’ Luckily, this has changed.
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Charlie Coke
‘Logic will get you from A to B.
Imagination will take you everywhere.’
Albert Einstein
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reflecting unleashed ultra‑liberalism that preaches the right and duty of the individual
to succeed (or fail); it makes democratic‑resembling gestures against elitism but with a
twinkle in the eye, in fact offering tacit support to those who appropriate wealth even at
the fringes of legality (or beyond them); it claims to be socially motivated against the few
that always profit, whereas individual gain, ‘profit’, is its ultima ratio.
To some extent, the new belief in eternal recurrence is a paradoxical echo of
postmodernism in the field of popular ideology: everything goes, but all is defined by
eternally recurring laws of human nature.
What makes it so dangerous is the quiet compliance of a growing number of people.
This amoral, ethically neutralized, politically irresponsible and supposedly ideologically
‘clean’ belief tends to ruin trust at all levels of private and public life – never mind talk
of positive engagement for shared goals. It seems to favour defensive isolation and
selfishness while being impervious to reasoned argument (what is there to reason
about when iron laws dictate human behaviour?).
Leading authority figures are seen as corrupt, acting only from self‑interest: a
prejudice too often confirmed by actual examples. The extensive decline of the political
elites might even be seen as a proof and a result of this rediscovered ‘religion’ of eternal
recurrence.
Ethical and political impoverishment paves the way for simplification and
authoritarianism among those ‘believers’ in the ‘religion’ of eternal recurrence who have
profited from the economic boom years, or to those who are economically fearful of
becoming part of the larger group of already marginalized; and ready to defend their
interests against those who have less to lose.
However, it isn’t really fair or helpful to lay the blame on individuals. It has more to
do with the state of a society that has abandoned uncomfortable value questions in
preference for the lullaby of material growth and enrichment only.

What can be done?

How can we address this mental contortion of society?
Since it seems to be a systemic phenomenon with complex causes, it would be far
too easy to give the standard answer: education – however crucial it is for education
systems to undergo fundamental reforms, not only in terms of effectiveness and
efficiency.
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This set of attitudes may be too deeply rooted in recent socio‑economic history
to be ‘corrected’ without a more radical shift, one possibly beyond the influence of
‘engineering’.
We are observing a non‑culture of deep impact, a socially (almost) accepted system
of meaning that influences or even determines people’s thinking and doing. The tales
of this culture are solid and hard to crack; they are simple and seem to be logical. They
claim to be quasi‑scientific, based on historical evidence; and, most importantly, they
allow people to follow their own interests first and exclusively.
Alternative strategies – beyond communitarian, Christian or social‑democratic ones,
which have merely observed this development and lack the clout to influence it – are
scarce and have had little success to date.
So what could do the trick? Nothing that happens in isolation from a radical societal
debate on values (above all trust and responsibility) necessary to create greater
awareness and prepare the instruments in a comprehensive, almost revolutionary,
long‑term approach.
Still, there may be smaller interventions that could add to a more
comprehensive debate.
Modern Social Darwinism of the ‘return of the same’ type has its obvious weak spots.
First of all, it plays the ‘non‑ideological’ card, but unconvincingly. What comes
across as ‘innocence’ is in fact very often sheer cynicism. People have a feel for that,
and are at least ambivalent – when it comes to their own children, for example. They
don’t wish them to live in a society of exclusive self‑interest. This is where responsible
education reform that is not only input‑output driven needs to start and lend
its legitimacy.
Secondly, the evidence of cultural development, of progress even, is incontrovertible.
People, even hard‑liners of the ‘return of the same’, do know that things have become
better in many respects. They observe and compare, and tacitly know – through
difference; or at least they hope for improvement in the future. Most people know about
stories of improvement that don’t only involve fighting for self‑interest; they know that
competition doesn’t automatically exclude cooperation. This is where politics against
fear can mobilize engagement, and the re‑establishment of responsible policymaking
can spur civic participation.
Thirdly, society has become more complex (despite homogenization, paradoxically);
the visible signs of cultural development, artistic ‘markers’ even, are obvious and disturb
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the simplicity of a monochrome perception of the world and of the hardcore belief that
mankind has essentially remained unchanged.
People today participate in various synchronous circles of sophistication and of
simplicity; there is not really a coherent milieu of linear thinking and experiencing any
longer. Lifestyles are influenced by contemporary hybridity, even in commercialized
contexts: mass culture is not totally free from reflective provocations.
People switch between environments and cannot avoid getting acquainted with
smaller ‘milieus of difference’. Many are becoming very interested in them, even. A
special example is tourism. Millions take part in organized cultural holiday tours that
have become a major popular tool of education – almost a laboratory of paradoxical
postmodernism. On the one hand, cultural history is used to confirm belief in the return
of the same: thousands of years of cultural history seem to give solemn ‘evidence’ that
mankind has not changed. On the other hand, what can irritate those travellers in their
expectations is the phenomenon of aesthetic sophistication – and beauty – in the
cultures they ‘visit’. Where ‘art’ emanates from ‘culture’ as an independent phenomenon
of differentiation, the concept of the eternal return of the same collapses. This is where
socio‑cultural policies that dare to take a stance can develop new frames of nurturing
curiosity, openness and fairness.
Fourthly, the media and culture industries, as mainstream as they may be, do
sometimes pay tribute to differentiation. The Oscar‑winning film Avatar is a good
example. It draws on stories and images from throughout history (including film history)
in a large‑scale merger of myths and fairytales, national narratives and sci‑fi genres.
Struggle and fight, death and survival, good and bad are the major ingredients of
this apocalyptic hybridity. Everything seems to return again, in utopian disguise, and
technically interwoven: nothing has changed, it’s all a big struggle, the poor hardly have
a chance. Yet the ‘green hero’ changes sides. He sympathizes with the ‘others’ (and
nature) to the extent that his commander calls him a traitor to his race. The film is an
oblique political commentary on the Bush era, and an attempt to work on new narratives
in the Obama era.
But also in everyday media‑reality, and even more so in the internet‑based new
media worlds, the potential for non‑affirmative surprise and irritation, for reflection on
the bad and the better, is widespread. Modern media policies that consider the public
interest can do much to boost differentiation and media education.
Fifthly, the most painful aspect of this ‘non‑ideological’ aggressive fatalism is the
idea of the eternal recurrence of conflict and war. Here Europe still has strong points
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to make in countering fatalism. The sheer fact that the EU member states have never
before enjoyed such a long period of mutual peace continues to surprise the fatalists. It
is stunning to see how fiercely this fact can shake their assumed positions of ‘certain
knowledge’. This is of course where European policies, and cultural policies in
particular, have much ground to cover in developing awareness – again.
Clearly, not all is lost. By no means.
However, in dealing with the cynical loss of trust we have to be careful not to turn it
into a self‑fulfilling prophecy. The more attention we pay to those arguments of the return
of the same, the more they ‘become true’. But the reverse is also the case: the more
we develop a basis for trust in (transnational) societies, the more we can break this
paranoia and fearful cynicism. It’s a priority for democracies and democratic leadership
to strengthen the culture of hope.
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12
The utopian
potential of
Europe: A
new ‘collective
conversation’?
‘It is not deeds that move people, but words about deeds.’
Aristotle
On the face of it, meaningful talk of utopian European dreams has become rather
impossible. Europe just seems too far away, too abstract, too complex for ordinary
citizens. And such talk runs the risk of replacing deeds with words – words like
‘ideology’, which are almost debased now, such are their negative connotations.
Political scientists have a point when they insist on an exclusively rational basis for
modern, transnational democracy: they are rightly suspicious of more ‘emotional’ (again,
‘ideological’) approaches.
Even if one could counter these arguments, it has so far proved almost impossible
to propose a convincing set of projections capable of being woven together, or even
to propose new, engaging ideas towards this goal. And yet, and yet . . . Despite all
difficulties, the absence of contemporary ‘openings’ is experienced as a void, and the
absence of more daring conceptions for the future provokes us to respond.
Such a vast political entity as the EU, possessing real and potentially greater power,
needs to be prevented from becoming an empire: democracy, civic participation,
solidarity (internally and in its relations with the world), all are crucial. And these
absolutely require knowledge about, and support for, the idea of a just and fair Europe
among Europeans, as well as the communication by them of what they share (including
hopes) and where they differ.
It is true that the EU is in big trouble right now. But who is not? The crisis of
capitalism is universal, and those countries that are growing fast have – or soon will
have – troubles of other kinds. To be in trouble is not a reason to let go. On the contrary.
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Without concrete, political, fence‑mending deeds, ‘words’ and ‘narratives’ won’t
work. Yet mending can take place only when people think the effort worthwhile.
We may not have a consistent vocabulary yet for change or widely accepted images
of a future Europe: the scripts for this new Europe are hidden, scarce, scattered. We
even have some fundamental problems understanding the nature of this ‘entity’, Europe.
But isn’t it the case that we also have problems understanding the role and nature
of those smaller entities, the states in Europe? And we know that good governance
globally, which is obviously needed more and more, maybe as a matter of survival even,
demands far too much than can be achieved by individual European nations, no matter
how large they are.
If people are honest, they admit to the limitations of nation states, however patriotic
they may feel in certain instances. This in itself does not constitute a strong sympathetic
commitment to Europe. It is often said that people accept the EU as a necessity, but not
as their lieu d’engagement, nor as their ‘home’.
In other words, we face a crisis of legitimacy both nationally and supra‑nationally.
For many reasons, not all of them bad, recent decades have seen a steady decline in
political interest and active political participation in many parts of Europe. ‘Politics’ has
become too hard to understand, a dirty word, or simply boring. The public good has
been left to ‘professionals’, the politicians whom citizens barely trust at all.
Some call this process ‘depolitization’, and add that it served a purpose for a while,
at a time when the public sector was devalued in favour of the private sector, business
interests and self‑interest. Yet the dominance of these ‘values’ probably eroded more
than was healthy for society.
In a way, this de‑legitimization of public policies has affected states and the
European Union. The sole common denominator was economic: profit. Some argue
that the replacement of politics by the logic of the market has been the common thread
since at least 1989, if not much earlier. To many critics, the EU was seen as an agent of
ultra‑liberalism. On the other hand, these same critics were unable to offer a convincing
alternative or suggest how the EU’s agenda might be changed.
It is not surprising, therefore, that politics in Europe – like politics locally and
nationally – lack strong civic commitment. Now, however, there is growing awareness
that this absence of political engagement is becoming dangerous, leaving the terrain to
populist politicians and, worse, weakening the capacities of centre parties to withstand;
dangerous because it weakens what is left of a decent civil society; dangerous also
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because it undermines political culture in general, locally and internationally; and risky
because it weakens the capacity to shape irreplaceable solutions at supranational level.
Clearly, it is time for a new spirit of widespread ‘political’ engagement for the public
good at all levels. For this to happen, people must see the necessity of it, see alternative
content emerging, and see the likelihood that their participation achieves results.
Change needs some radical courage to dream again, convincing messages and fresh
energy to define progress and make it happen.

Rediscovering the
utopian dimension of our
European experience

As long as we remember just how much progress was made in terms of European
peace‑building and reconstruction following the worst, totally inhuman war, then we will
continue to value the unprecedented, rational vigour with which states were integrated
into a community of common interests: a modest and powerful unity in great diversity,
indeed. We will recall the absolutely utopian nature of the project’s origins.
We in Europe cannot only rediscover this ability to project great ideas and daring
plans, we have no excuse not to: we simply have to transform the relationship between
the market and the public sector, between the ‘national’ and the ‘European’ in a very
demanding context of fast and all‑encompassing globalization. Many skills will be
needed, and outstanding expertise; knowledge and experience; the ability to get
organized; the power to fight. What binds skills and experience, diligence and broader
engagement forcefully together is motivation, the willingness to invest in the future: the
humble though radical belief that we have a fair chance.
Europe once again needs a kind of utopian vigour to dare to conceive historical
progress through shared thought experiments, discourse among the best and among
the many outspoken messages, wise words and voices from the citizenry; the whole
process of critique. What is more, no utopian conceptualizations can work without
stories, narratives that, in our specific European context, need to be paradoxically
utopian and sober, modest and powerful; careful (because informed by history)
and bold.
Bleak the contemporary picture may seem, yet this search isn’t simply naïve. It is
absolutely essential that the Union becomes more democratic and efficient, fair and
balanced – and humble. If we call collective dedication ‘utopian’, well, a democratic
project of the EU’s magnitude cannot live without such utopias, engaging people in the
processes of political change, of ‘progress’: another term that has almost disappeared.
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This process will have to address the really big questions – such as the future of the
economic, social and ecological paradigms – and do so in an encouraging spirit without
claiming to find all the answers. What matters is that joining positive energies again
becomes a self‑evident common centrepiece of public policies.
If we are serious about turning around Euro‑depression, tackling economic fears,
addressing widespread apathy among European citizens and listening to political
frustration, then it’s not only ‘they’, the politicians, who have to ‘deliver’, not only Brussels
that has to be held to account: it is we, the citizens, who have to assume (for our own
sakes) new responsibilities.
What could help? The lessons of history are far more present among the
constituency than we think. Politicians who dabble dangerously in retro ideas like
‘re‑nationalization’ don’t blind people to the failure of nationalism. And knowledge about
the global village has become deeply shared common sense. Transnational common
sense is emerging.
Yes, a crisis of leadership increases the democratic deficit of the EU, but people feel
(though they don’t often say) that it’s down to them as well: their minimal interest, their
disengagement and cynicism contribute to this deficit. Changing these habits will be
hard, but possible – if big goals are debated in public and people feel that they matter in
a Europe that matters.
The flipside of today’s crisis is that it opens up new possibilities. A common future,
what we want together, must be negotiated, disputed, criticized, re‑told, adapted: a
21st‑century grammar of connecting stories of the demos for a future ‘commonwealth’
of Europe in the world.

Not only the
economy, stupid
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The political denominator of the founding narrative of Europe after the Second World
War was peace, not economics. Economics were the instrument used to make nations
more interdependent. Peace – within the EU, at least – became the norm. And today?
Today ‘it’s the economy, stupid’.
The world economy has become shockingly out of balance as the financial crisis has
spread around the globe. The one remaining post‑1989 ‘ideology’, capitalism – which
was always a paradoxical machine of enrichment and impoverishment, development
and destruction – has lost its halo. Worse, there is no trustworthy alternative around.
Failing markets mean that many of the achievements of the social market economy
seem to be seriously in danger.

Posing for a bright future.
Jordan.

The utopian potential of Europe: A new ‘collective conversation’?

129

Departures. Keleti Railway station,
Budapest.
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In Europe, uncomprehending fear predominates, including the fear of collectively
losing ground. Europe is not certain of remaining competitive in the global environment.
Even if leaders were capable of expressing strong economic confidence, many
probably wouldn’t believe them. Trust is scarce, scepticism rife. People are tired of the
leading personnel in finance and politics.
Popular or populist illusions – building a wall around Europe, stopping globalization,
etc – may work for a short time, but don’t bring lasting confidence. And even though not
much appears to have changed on the glittering surface of consumerism, something
incalculable and dangerous has crept in. The signs on the walls say: even if this financial
crisis can be ‘managed’, something fundamental has broken, and we don’t seem to
know how to fix it.
However, it isn’t only ‘the economy, stupid’. True, the prosperity that has been
one token of satisfaction with the Community/Union in previous decades – even
compensating for some of the perceived democratic deficits – is under threat. But this
breach of the promise of wellbeing based on unquestioned growth only deepens the
crisis of meaning: the cultural crisis of post‑industrial societies in a transnational age.
Some say we have reached a post‑democratic period of our history. But what does
that mean? Decentralized commitment in small, graspable environments? Issue‑based,
limited engagement, case by case? Networked communities, new publics? Even so,
the social contract remains at the core of societies, and it is good to see that the debate
is taking off.
‘Ill fares the land . . . Where wealth accumulates, and men decay,’ wrote the
18th‑century Irish poet Oliver Goldsmith. The first part of this quote from Goldsmith’s
‘The Deserted Village’ gave Tony Judt the title for his latest, moving book,24 in which
he describes not only economic disparities and collapses but also the erosion of the
social contract. According to Judt, the social contract is ‘no longer part of the collective
conversation’.
Judt ‘offers us a language to address our common needs . . . to value fairness over
mere efficiency . . . to imagine a new form of governance’. Which brings us closer to
the main question: can we work on a new utopia without reinventing or transcending
capitalism? Or, put the other way round: Can we jointly develop new ‘collective
conversations’, on meaning, without also tackling the possibility of new economic
paradigms?
24 www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2010/apr/29/ill‑fares‑the‑land/
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Peace, the founding European paradigm, for which economic interdependence was
instrumental, is far from being secured worldwide. Any new economic paradigms must
ultimately again serve peace and the survival of the globe. Europe’s experience can be
helpful, and must for the first time be deployed wisely in a global setting.
There is wisdom around which is helping to form the paradigm shift, and some
hunger for change. And there are new technologies, new milieus, and new means of
mass participation. It is not that we miss ‘stories’. We are confronted by, and contribute
to, almost a ‘hyperinflation’ of stories.
But we lack ‘utopian narratives’ that bond citizens in a culture of responsibility.
Stories brought together in collective conversations of hope.

Engaging the disengaged
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Was Aristotle right? Do words about deeds move people more than deeds themselves?
Could that be a pointer to the power of the ‘bonding narrative’? Confucius, asked what
he would do first if charged with the administration of a country, said he would ‘change
the use of language’.
We know we need both. Yet a strong argument in favour of new European utopias
is that just doing, managing, calculating, trading, administering, framing, rule‑setting,
regulating – just all of that necessary pragmatism – doesn’t work without critique and
greater aspirations for the common good. It doesn’t work without objectives that appeal
to our sense of justice, fairness, solidarity, participation, meaning, humour and culture.
We need to talk about ideals and ‘truth’ if we are to win hearts and minds.
We have to conceive of authentic and credible policies that do not separate interests
from values. Hardship may be unavoidable, but without hope – and the security that
burdens are being shared appropriately – it would be much harder to swallow. Only
with confidence in the future, based on publicly shared notions of justice and decency,
will there be that vital motivation to work hard to achieve common goals, and enjoy life
together, in solidarity.
People who lose confidence that their voice counts don’t believe in community, in
equal opportunities; they become apolitical, disinterested in transnational challenges
and solutions (and Europe has both).
The loss of trust in our European capacities for ‘winning the future’ aggravates the
disempowerment of the demos, and the weakening of political culture. That is why
it is so important to make critical commitment for a civil Europe – as well as political
responsibility – ‘popular’ again.

Until then . . . We all know the Euro‑scepticisms of different shades and colours, eg
in Scandinavian countries and the UK. The results of the EU Constitution referenda.
Opting‑out mechanisms. Complaints about the loss of influence of smaller EU‑founding
states like the Netherlands. Diatribes against overregulation and immigration.
Brussels‑bashing and Islam‑baiting from right‑wing parties in Austria and elsewhere.
The list is long and grim and invites ridicule of utopian hopes.
It isn’t only lower‑income, less educated, more marginalized individuals who don’t
care about the EU or blame it for all evils. Ignorance and lack of enthusiasm for Europe
as a political project have become part of the mindset of the middle classes and the well
educated in many walks of life and regions of Europe.
Sadly, it is also the ‘elites’ who have, to a wide extent, disengaged. Not always from
political, moral, cultural or theme‑specific interests, but from Europe. Withdrawal has
become the dominant pattern, causing fundamental pillars of democracy in Europe
to crumble.
Jürgen Habermas, concerned with this process, has once again taken sides. He
recently made a strong plea for leadership in achieving, now, enhanced political
integration: the deepening of Europe. In Die Zeit (no. 21, May 2010) he concludes
that: ‘Politicians know best that opinions measured by public polls are not the same as
the results of a deliberatively built democratic will of the citizens.’ His aim of educating
citizens by going ahead courageously is reminiscent of Victor Adler’s remark: ‘It is
important to attract voters, yet it is more important to educate social democrats.’
In the following issue of Die Zeit, his plea was immediately rejected by the
editor‑in‑chief, who said of Habermas: ‘His criticism of political elites is absurd, his
image of Europe authoritarian.’
This harsh allegation may or may not be fair. But Habermas’s pedagogical trust
in ‘deliberative democracy’ collides with the relatively new phenomenon of disinterest
among the educated middle classes. It is precisely they and their children who have
profited most from European mobility, from the balance offered by the EU against
national narrowness, and from globalization. And indeed, the support of those critical
citizens who are, in principle, politicized and ready to participate and engage, seems
liable to disintegrate.
As an illustration, here is an interesting German voice (Germans normally being
considered reliable European advocates), as expressed in conversation with the author:
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‘In the first instance I am German, with very mixed feelings though. It is hard to live with
this legacy. I had times when I tried to not show my identity abroad. Europe? I really don’t
know. It never played a big role in my thinking. I grew up in opposition to the establishment,
and Europe, for me, was, and still is, a ‘capitalist’ project. We see today where it led us
to: disaster.
Further? I have huge difficulties with the ‘fortress Europe’. I was always engaged
in refugee work, and professionally I work a lot with and for migrants. Honestly, I don’t
associate much more with Europe. For me, global affairs are becoming more and more
important, environmental issues for example.
Maybe I consider myself a cosmopolite as my second identity, not European. Or,
negatively put: Europe is constantly involved in competition at the expense of someone. I
am not sure whether I like this, to be more competitive than others; to win. That is again the
capitalist undercurrent.
Germany as a driver of the European integration? In my private interpretation of
history, the 50s, 60s were dull, Wirtschaftswunder and a dusty, conservative society; and
Adenauer was the symbol for that. Europe wasn’t on my screen, simply. And, I am afraid, I
am not untypical. You would get many answers like this.’

What makes it even more difficult to build enlightened ownership is the contradictory
nature of criticism of the EU. The middle‑class, cosmopolitan left‑winger is heavily
opposed to the ‘gated‑community’ Europe, while many others expect drastically more
gate‑keeping. Competitiveness is the bane of one group, and the balm of another.
And so on.
Negotiating difference will be one of the main features of those engaged in weaving
together narratives for the future.
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Another contradiction resides in the complexity of today’s European politics and
the clarity required for simple messages. Without the intellectual sharpness of
the avant‑garde to defend diversity, European integration would be a rather dull,
mechanical, if not dangerous unification process; yet without the courage to say things
straightforwardly and simply, most people wouldn’t understand anything.
As a supranational home for nation states, Europe must face up to the challenges of
reconciling the past/present (nation state) with the future (transnational or postnational
communities); and of reconciling the longing to belong with the longing to be different.

Waving the future – Madeira.
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Such reconciliation demands much responsibility, and this is where politicians and
media‑makers so often fail.
It is therefore vital to attend to sharp‑minded minorities – intellectuals, artists and
others who insist on the reality of contradictions, the essential paradoxical nature of
modernity. What may look like a famous intellectual hurdle is in fact a reality we have to
get used to, and a standard we have to live up to (and which will be liberating if we do):
‘the new nature’ of communities in which borders become blurred, transformed and
partially abandoned.
This utopia of ‘modernity’, provokingly emphasized by some intellectuals, in essence
seeks identification with ‘non‑identitarian’ postnational ideas. Such people would never
join an endeavour to build a set of new narratives without irony. Following the collapse
of the ‘grand narratives’, they rightly insist on paying critical attention to the historical
lessons learned. New narratives must respect difference and diversity, and equality; be
playful and humorous; allow for scepticism and respect, freedom and responsibility.
Support for Europe in that sense is radical. And fun. In a recent issue of the
Austrian newspaper Die Presse,25 Doron Rabinovici quotes playwright J N Nestroy’s
remark, ‘The noblest among the nations is resig‑nation,’ pointing out the contradiction
in Europe’s claim to be postnational while the ‘continent gets more nationalistic in
many places’.
It isn’t the business of intellectuals to replace politicians. What they can do is be
critically radical, put things in perspective – which often involves making us laugh.
Doron quotes an observation about Austrians (for which read: Europeans) who ‘know
that the situation is hopeless, but not serious’.
In truth, radical advocates of a decent postnational social order are not so different
from larger audiences in terms of core interests. It’s just, one could say, the level of
awareness that differs: when it comes to the nuts and bolts of life, there is no alternative.
The difference can be bridged, for example by humour.
But of course there are areas of fervent dispute. What decency means in
transnational settings; which values underpin choices between possibly conflicting
interests; how values shape politics. There is plenty of scope for real difference
and tough public debate in Europe, conducted in what Habermas has called
‘domination‑free communication’.
Sharing interests and values in tomorrow’s cosmopolitan, populous Europe will
never be a simplistic exercise with monolithic outcomes. Europe’s basic advantage is
25 Die Presse 29 May 2010
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that difference is embedded as a fundamental value to be protected and developed.
What is painfully absent, though, is the debate, the negotiation process, the public for
European dealings: the truly political argument that moves the citizenry.
That said, it is not enough to rely on a process of Europe‑wide public debate. Results
are needed. But results come with the process.
Utopian projections of today must be very different from ideological utopias
of the past. What should they be like? Well, for starters, they should be non‑linear,
lateral, humorous, hopeful, sceptical, committed, understanding, tolerant, imperfect,
open, process‑oriented but goal‑driven, artistic, simple, sophisticated, authoritative,
self‑reflective, warm, rational, championing fairness and equality, instigating excellence
and distinction, political, moral, realistic, exciting, ambiguous and clear, impossible and
possible, inclusive and differentiated, participatory, enigmatic, dialectical, democratic
and individual.
Sounds complex, confusing even? This is Europe. It is a cultural project as much as
it is a political one.
And the narratives of today cannot be told by central committees, clandestine circles,
or public ‘icons of wisdom’. Political narratives that connect and empower all only come
to life if the demos finds itself reflected, and everyone has the opportunity to engage.
Without the voices, stories, images of individuals, they wouldn’t work; but they wouldn’t
work either if they were not, to some degree, ‘texts’ for all: manifestations of common
sense. And of ‘beauty’.
Which happens to be why, in this utopian narratives business, artists are needed.
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13
From Europe
as a cultural
project to
cultural policies
for the Union
Why the EU needs
cultural policies

There are a few strong arguments for the EU’s need of cultural policies, and these
cohere around certain key words.

Democracy and social
responsibility

One ‘deep impact’ argument, as formulated by culture professional Mary Ann DeVlieg,26
goes as follows: if there is no explicit democratic policy development, we have to live
with ‘policies by default’. Unless we manage to influence and control policymaking in a
participatory way, others will make it anyway: the market, the major economic players,
monopolists even (possibly nationalists too). Under present conditions, if the economic
crisis continues to produce more tolerance for authoritarian solutions, ‘policy’ may revert
to the old notion of ‘policing’ – the flow of culture, cultures and people.

Anti‑discrimination,
anti‑racism

Since the end of the Cold War, ‘culture’ has been heavily misused and instrumentalized
in conflicts. Today, ‘culture’ often has to stand for ethnos, race, class, religious and
social groupings; and in the name of culture (eg ‘purity’, ‘identity’), new crusades
are conducted. One of the most shameful examples of the latter happened in our
continent, in the Balkans – where, it should be recalled, power battles were branded
as a ‘clash of civilizations’ not only by politicians and the media in the region. We need
democratic cultural policies to combat the ‘culturalization of conflicts’. (And we need a
strong Europe to prevent such conflicts at all – strength residing, in the case of Europe,
essentially in its civilian power.)

26 At the first EU Culture Forum, autumn 2001.
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The public good

When it comes to ‘organizing’ common wellbeing – the public good – a supra‑national
democratic entity like the EU is simultaneously a huge achievement and a huge
challenge. Arts and culture have been an essential part of the public good, and of public
life and governance, since ancient times. Even the most basic expectations of the EU
will not be met unless it has a clear awareness of its cultural dimensions – different as
they are from those of all previous societies. This awareness requires the capacity to
develop practical policies that are appropriate for the new complexity – again, these will
be very different from all past strategies. Culture is too important to be wholly ‘privatized’.

All walks of life

Culture is a horizontal ‘power’ that affects all walks of life. Its very omnipresence leads
to forgetfulness of the need to nurture it – until it seems to be slipping away, whether
through carelessness or deterioration of public manners, over‑commercialization,
ignorance or even violence. Minorities, people at the fringes, are often the first to feel
this deterioration, to experience the decline of (political) culture. In the end, a shocked
society begins to realize: something essential has been lost.

Economy

The hype surrounding the ‘creative industries’ and terms like ‘innovation’ show what a
valuable commodity and economic tool culture is. While being a measurably strong
generator of jobs, income, wealth, competitiveness, etc, culture is vulnerably dependent
on economics too. We would be right to be cautious of the new mantra of ‘creative
industries’ (one has the impression that the sector has invented the term to cope,
desperately, with the hardships of ultra‑liberalism) and cautious also of technologies
that offer new paradigms of access, distribution, participation, business and control.
We should be more than cautious of leaving culture solely to economic governance
instead of claiming public interest in public policies.

One world

What we call globalization has massive effects on cultural production and consumption,
often in combination with modern technologies of distribution and access. Globalization
and global mobility also challenge concepts of identities and diversity, hybridity
and the ‘national’. As with any other omnipresent sphere of life (such as the natural
or the financial environment), it has become difficult or even useless, and often
counterproductive, to define the frameworks for good governance only at local or
national level. Cultural policies are no exception: they are increasingly a global concern.
EU cultural policies will have to be developed for domestic (European) politics and
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for external affairs. Both are intrinsically linked aspects of the same challenge and
opportunity.
Meaning

And finally, meaning. Culture not only provides meaning, but is in fact another word for it.
The most important human good, ‘sense’ in life, is covered by it. This affects questions
of memory and trust, progress and shared or contested aspirations, ways of celebrating
and modes of forgetting. Culture is part of our ability to dream, to project hope, to
develop utopian ideas – even after the deserved end of those ideological utopias of the
pre‑democratic age.

Difficulties involved in
developing European
cultural policies

It has always been clear that the Community simply cannot afford not to have cultural
policies. Too much is at stake for the democracy of a trans‑cultural space of 500 million
people, and for the supranational European Union. Yet despite the great progress
of recent years, we are just at the beginning of having an effective set of policies and
instruments at European level. Why?
There are a number of reasons. First of all, there is the history of European
integration. Infused with a deep mistrust of dictatorial and nationalistic
instrumentalization of culture,27 it was logical to start with economics and interlinked
‘hard core interests’. Enlightened politicians knew that this was only part of the story,
that Europe was in essence a cultural project: Robert Schumann, for instance, helped
to found the European Cultural Foundation, logically as an NGO. Later attempts
to transform the foundation into something more public, sustainably funded by
Europe, failed.28
Secondly, there is the ‘protectionism’ of nation states in Europe. When these ceded
powers voluntarily in the interests of supranational unity, they made a deal that kept
certain areas under their sole responsibility, whether or not this was really possible or
served any meaningful purpose.
The third reason concerns the very nature of cultural policymaking. This is a tricky
business at the best of times, since it simultaneously requires public intervention and a
high degree of freedom and arms‑length policy delegation. The formula ‘the state is just
setting the framework’ worked in some countries and didn’t in others. Despite its high
27 ‘Whenever I hear the word “culture”’, runs the famous line from Hanns Johst’s play Schlageter, ‘I release the safety
catch of my Browning’.
28 Dutch funding remained the foundation’s most important source of steady income, particularly funding from private
charitable lotteries.
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Project by Ilya and Emilia Kabakoff.
Essen, Zollverein.
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Jury meeting for the European
Capital of Culture 2013.
Picture taken in the Orsay Museum,
Paris.
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symbolic importance and the weight of expectations attached to it, culture is regarded
as a small portfolio by politicians. The clientele is particularly heterogeneous, ranging
from top‑notch artists and intellectuals to mass‑media makers and consumers. Cultural
policies need to help create conditions locally, where art is produced and ‘consumed’,
while securing framework conditions far beyond the local. It is necessarily abstract. The
attempt to establish European cultural policies inherits all the respective problems that
have been tested out in cities, regions and states, with the additional challenge of being
conducted in an even more abstract policy setting, and in a bureaucracy that is not
prepared to deal with such paradoxical matters. Still, the attempt is essential. It is finally
no longer a case of ‘whether?’ but ‘how?’
Fourthly, the necessary experience and instruments are still lacking. For many
reasons there was a decades‑long taboo surrounding even discussion of the term
‘European cultural policies’. It was only very late on29 that some legal and institutional
arrangements became possible at Brussels level: these existed mainly to promote
trans‑border projects, later also to launch studies and award prizes, and only recently
to develop strategies. Since the 1970s, the older European institution the Council of
Europe had been developing a rich range of theoretical and practical instruments, but
there was no real transfer of knowledge to the Union when Brussels finally started to
develop a strategic debate. The Council of Europe lost importance and funds; truly, a
missed opportunity. For a long time, also, the Commission was ill‑prepared to deal
with such complex matters. It lacked the mandate and adequate structures, and was
used to dealing with policy areas of a totally different size and nature. Its complicated
administrative rules – made even tighter by reforms – meant it couldn’t deal flexibly
with its often provocatively anarchic cultural partners in the field, whose projects are
comparatively small.
Fifthly, the cultural sector’s European advocacy has been weak. The sector was
only marginally interested in Brussels, and even then only for possible funding, not
policy development. Highly individualized players (artists in particular) from very
heterogeneous fields had limited interest or patience with their own networks and their
own ‘bureaucracy’, never mind that of the Commission. Even after some progress at
EU level, the objectives for engagement are still not really clear enough for them. ‘Why
should Brussels interfere in culture? States are best kept out, so should Brussels be.’
The position of many artists has long been: ‘A Europe of culture in principle, yes, but no
EU bureaucracy in cultural policies.’ This has changed. Yet networks of not‑for‑profit
29 Olaf Schwencke (2006) Das Europa der Kulturen, Auflage 2 Essen/Bonn.
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organizations are still relatively poor, and not always the strongest. There has been
one major exception: the audiovisual industries, where massive economic interests
were mirrored by more professional lobby structures. The advocacy capacity of the
not‑for‑profit sector has grown since the turn of the millennium, partly supported by
alliances between the cultural networks and such funding organizations as foundations,
notably ECF.
Lastly, there are the conceptual challenges involved in devising an operational
policy agenda from the idea (and content) of Europe as a cultural project. It is one thing
to accept that new forms of ‘belonging’ need shared forms of negotiating memories
and aspirations, quite another thing to boil this down to, say, yet another heritage label,
this time under EU auspices (in addition to UNESCO and the Council of Europe).
All the nitty‑gritty of administration this would entail would be of greater interest to
cultural bureaucrats or tourism managers than to cultural producers. There are huge
discrepancies between the philosophical and policy challenges facing the EU and the
almost marginal actions it can carry out: national and even local funds are far larger and
freer. Small‑scale EU projects are, in principle, politically demanding and fail to match
expectations at a conceptual level.

Achievements and
next steps

Organizing large multinational, multicultural societies inevitably poses very specific
cultural, aesthetic, symbolic and content‑related questions. Successful shared
narratives would tackle issues of wellbeing and belonging, trust, progress and utopia,
responsibilities, political participation and control, and transnational governance
(including cultural governance). The old formula of ‘unity in diversity’ has become
a mantra whose repetition mirrors the ideological helplessness of the Union’s
development at a certain period. Europe as a cultural project must be translated
into cultural policies and respective programmatic activities that can cope with
the challenge.
What has been achieved? An interesting way of assessing this is to compare the
recommendations made by one cultural policy think‑tank, the ECF Reflection Group
on ‘Europe as a Cultural Project’,30 which reported its conclusions in 2005, with
actual developments since then. The comparison also points to issues that remain
30 Its members included philosophers and politicians (Andrei Plesu, Michael Naumann), filmmakers and
ambassadors (Zelimir Zilnik, Otto von der Gablentz), writers and historians (Geert Mak, Krzysztof Pomian), professors
and businessmen (Nasr Abu Zayd and Maarten van Veen) and civil society and human rights activists (Sonja Licht).
The final report (ECF, 2005) was edited by Dragan Klaic. See also www.eurocult.org.
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to be addressed in future. The main recommendations were as follows, with actual
achievements described under each point:
■

A new EU culture programme with feasible objectives and an appropriate
budget of 70 cents per citizen per year.
In short, the 2007–13 programme is better in terms of content and also more
‘European’. It now also allows for studies in the process of policy development, and
it supports pan‑European cultural networks in a more sustainable way. It is slightly
better resourced at 17 cents per citizen per year – but still far from the goal of the 70
Cents for Culture campaign. New campaigns, across sectors and including more
than the usual suspects, will be needed for the financial perspectives for 2013 to
2020.

■

A political and civic strategy to win greater acceptance of the proposed
‘Constitution’ (as it was still called), to enlarge qualified majority voting,
and to advance the cause of the EU’s cultural dimension.
After major referenda blows in three member states (the Netherlands, France and
Ireland) as well as some obstruction and much bargaining, the (almost unreadable)
Treaty of Lisbon amending the constitutional basis of the EU was adopted. The
treaty has increased the efficiency of voting and decision‑making processes, though
these are still hampered by classic European compromises in such sensitive areas
as external relations: culture is ‘in’, but is still relatively ornamental. Awareness of
the document and its important content is extremely low among citizens, and the
codeword ‘Lisbon’ arouses more scepticism than participatory passion. What
cultural advocacy has strongly urged for remains high on the agenda: to enhance
political and cultural participation, civic ownership, understanding for the common
Union through stories, images, ‘texts’ in a wider sense, in public debate; and
‘appropriation’ through basic documents that reflect and allow shared commitment.

■

Not to place culture and media solely under the World Trade rules, but to
work towards the UNESCO Convention on cultural diversity.
The convention (to which the Union is party!) has been accepted and endorsed
by most countries, with ratification processes still pending in others. Culture
has a double nature: it is not only a commodity in the marketplace, but may also
be supported and protected by public funding. The convention represents the
backbone for future culture policies, not least those affecting EU external relations.
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Its ‘implementation’ will have to be followed with great care, both in terms of
enforcing its principles and developing its spirit further. Some say that, in a technical
and communicative environment that develops much faster than intergovernmental
negotiation processes, the convention tends at times to be used as a protectionist
tool. Another criticism is that the role it foresees for the state (or states) is already
becoming outdated.
■

The Commission should reassert its commitment to cultural diversity and
the interaction of cultures.
In fact, the Commission launched the 2008 European Year of Intercultural
Dialogue, to which the civil sector made some quite extraordinary contributions31
– astonishingly, given the dangers related to such emblematic action. This
requires stringent follow‑up to improve intercultural governance in public and
private institutions and also to improve practice in areas like access for minorities,
programming and staffing. Some also argue for a working group of the Council
within the Open Method of Coordination.

■

The cultural dimension of the EU common foreign and security policy
should be developed.
Much has happened in this field already, thanks to preparation by NGOs,
researchers and the European Commission, leading to council resolutions and
establishing ‘the promotion of culture as a vital element in the Union’s international
relations’ as the third pillar of the European Agenda for Culture in a Globalizing
World. The follow‑up to the achievements of the past four years has slowed down
a bit, due largely to institutional obstacles to setting up the new European External
Action Services and the priority given to the financial and economic crisis (the
‘Europe 2020 strategy’32 does not mention culture). There needs to be developed,
soon, a comprehensive strategy for mainstreaming culture and preparing a set of
measures to complement and support cooperation between member states in the
area of ‘cultural diplomacy’.

■

The mobility of artists and cultural operators must be improved.
(This was a multifaceted recommendation, touching on social issues, labour
regulations, visa policies and support mechanisms.) The Commission, aided by

31 For example the Rainbow Papers of the Platform for Intercultural Europe: www.intercultural‑europe.org/template.
php?page =hiw‑steering‑group.
32 http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm
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Debate in the ‘Roma Pavilion’ at the
Venice Biennial 2007: Paradise Lost.
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the parliament, has taken the first steps in this direction, with research and mobility
pilot projects within the culture programme. Existing programmes with a cultural
dimension, eg Erasmus Mundus and Media Mundus, have been ‘internationalized’
to a modest extent. Member states have started setting up mechanisms to examine
obstacles to mobility across sector boundaries: examples of such mechanisms
include inter‑ministerial working groups involving ministries of home affairs, justice,
finance (double taxation!) and social affairs. Being one of the most tangible and
‘European’ of tools, mobility should be improved speedily, with very visible and
far‑reaching results.
■

That Europe’s competitiveness is derived from its cultural richness and
creative diversity needs to be clearly asserted.
There is wide agreement among member states on this issue, despite differences
of focus (protection vs liberalization, national vs European, etc.) A Green Paper,
‘Unlocking the Potential of Cultural and Creative Industries’,33 has been released
by the Commission, and one of the working groups under the open method of
coordination is busy formulating specific recommendations.

Scanning this ECF Reflection Group’s proposals34 to member states, the European
institutions and civil society, as well as proposals made by various other advocacy
bodies (eg A Soul for Europe35), one is struck by just how much has been made
possible in the new millennium. Civil society has taken its responsibility seriously and
pushed for concrete action based on well‑informed intelligence and experience. The
European institutions, backed by Barroso,36 have worked in a totally new spirit, also
cooperating across departmental borders; the parliament and Commission have
managed to free some new financial and human resources and to agree on the most
important strategic documents, the so‑called ‘Communication’ and the ‘Agenda for
Culture’; what is more, there is significantly greater consistency in the approaches taken
to, for example, such external matters as culture in the neighbourhood policies and the
inclusion of civil society through consultation processes. Visibility has been somewhat
improved (a better communication policy, best practice examples from the Culture
33 http://ec.europa.eu/culture/our‑policy‑development/doc2577_en.htm
34 Europe as a Cultural Project (2005) Amsterdam, ECF, p33–37.
35 www.asoulforeurope.eu/who/mission‑statement
36 Most notably in his Berlin speech on culture, 26 November 2004, www.europa‑eu‑un.org/articles/en/
article_4097_en.htm
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Programme, public events organized by ministries and the Cultural Contact Points, the
use of the European Capital of Culture Schemes), and the voice of culture in European
affairs has become louder and more articulate.
This is the view from the ‘inside’, however. The community of interested experts and
politicians, networks, researchers37 and fund‑seekers agrees that much has changed.
Does the average citizen notice? Do even those journalists who usually report on culture
and cover cultural policies notice?
I am afraid the answer is no, not yet, not frequently anyway; and on the rare occasion
that they do, it is usually with great scepticism or obvious difficulty in handling this
‘special animal’ appropriately. This may partly explain why the European cultural agenda
seems to be of secondary importance, if even that, to most ministers of culture.
It is understandable that communication advisers in Brussels and the member
states are more interested in pushing flagship events like the European Film Awards. It
remains to be seen what kind of impact such flagships really have: they may attract a
mass audience, but contribute little to the idea of Europe; other projects may appear
small while in fact reaching many multipliers and opinion makers.
One of the most effective programmes is the European Capital of Culture scheme.
With rather modest prize money of around €2 million, donated by the Culture DG of
the European Commission (though often very substantially aided, indirectly, by EU
structural funds money), it manages to generate dozens of millions of euros, locally and
nationally, publicly and privately. Here is a case where ‘Europe’ has leverage, influencing
city development and even cultural policy development in the respective cities, regions
and member states. The brand works, almost exceptionally.
Despite all the empirical evaluation that has been made, little is known about the
‘European‑ness’ facilitated and communicated by the scheme. Applicant cities still find
it difficult to meet the ‘European’ criteria precisely, and the title is often shortened to
‘Capital of Culture’, losing the European epithet on its way to the public. City branding
and urban development, investment and tourism, local and international competition:
these count. What happens after the application process is another story. But, all in all,
the scheme is a success story.

37 For example Hans Erik Naess (2009) A New Agenda? The European Union and Cultural Policy London, Alliance
Publishing Trust.
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The way ahead

It is very difficult to forecast the way ahead. So much depends on political chemistry and
on the overall European process, in terms of content and policy development as well as
the administrative and operational instruments that will be put in place (or withheld).

The external dimension

Some argue38 that the financial and economic crisis revealed that the EU and
its member states are at a fundamental crossroads, that they could slide into
‘marginalization’ or into a ‘role as an assertive global actor’.39 Standstill would mark the
beginning of decline. The cultural argument would then be that, on its way to becoming
a true global actor, the EU would have to assert its ‘civilian power’,40 which would be
impossible without an explicit and coherent cultural policy. One possible area of rapid
cultural policy development is that of EU external relations. Which is not to say that
it will be easy; the pressure is strong, but so is the evidence for the Union’s need of
such a policy.
Culture in external relations is also linked to the immediate EU neighbourhood
without an accession perspective, where paradigms of understanding culture and
political culture are at stake, and where paradigms of or against the ‘culturalization’ of
(potential) conflicts are being negotiated in close proximity to the EU, and with an impact
on the internal ‘space’ too, through migration.

The internal dimension,
meaning and shared
narratives

The EU clearly has a massive deficit as regards sharing meaning, and debating and
negotiating values and differences in public; and an almost tragic deficit as regards
new credible narratives that could bond and motivate individuals to show greater
commitment and ownership in a modern, postnational way.
The project’s democratic quality and legitimacy depend on citizens’ participation,
exchange and critique, their engagement and active awareness of ‘belonging’. Culture
matters. It represents the great importance of processes of self‑identification and the
creation of shared public spheres. If the Union doesn’t develop explicit methods to
broker policies of sharing meaning and negotiating difference, then market logic will
prevail – or the reactionary patterns of self‑interest only, of exclusion and all kinds of
new nationalism.

38 Project Europe 2030, http://www.reflectiongroup.eu/2010/05/08/
project‑europe‑2030‑challenges‑and‑opportunities/
39 Project Europe 2030, p12.
40 European Peace Building Liaison Office (EPLO) policy paper, October 2009, p1.
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The redefinition of the term ‘belonging’ is one of the most interesting processes
affecting social change – and one that the Union shows little awareness of, and has no
policy to comprehend or to promote debate about.
Sense and instruments

A major difficulty of current European and national cultural policies is the disparity
between the extent of the societal issues at stake and the operative policy interventions
and instruments that are applied to them.
In democratic societies, cultural policy tends to keep its distance from issues of
existential choice,41 retreating to a position of creating good and transparent frameworks
for the creative sector to flourish. This was understandable and indeed liberating after
the misuse of culture by totalitarian regimes and its ‘total’ instrumentalization by religious
communities (still being perpetrated by various fundamentalisms).
However, having no policy means conserving existing power structures; not
addressing societal and individual challenges means letting others address them
‘behind the scenes’. In democratic societies, public authorities should develop their
policies transparently and as a subject for critique and change.
For reasons good and bad, cultural policy today tends to avoid conflicts connected
to this old dilemma. It often refrains from analysing societal deficits and antagonisms,
leaving unquestioned the favouring of traditional high culture and heritage institutions,
and allowing the agents of the art market to dominate at the expense of, say, the new
communities and their cultural representation.
When it comes to ‘Europe’, neither the EU nor the member states have engaged
in real discussions leading to significant cultural and educational action in core areas
of trans‑cultural interest. There has been, for instance, little or no promotion of public
spaces for the sharing of memories and aspirations, not even in the post‑traumatic
Balkans. Controversies over minorities still have the potential for populist aggravation
and instrumentalization, yet there is no substantial programme to deal with this, only
symbolic action.
Memories represent both a battleground and a zone of progress for post‑identitarian
societies, capable of reconciling layers of belonging for the sake of a joint future in a
strong Europe.

41 This is the ‘Thorbecke principle’. See www.artsmanagement.net/index.php?module = News&func = display&sid =
1036
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Change still needed

To date, the interventions of the EU Culture Programme have been simply marginal (its
€400 million over 7 years for 27‑plus42 countries means an average of around €2 million
per year per country; the Vienna Opera House has a budget of €86 million per year).
This needs to change dramatically.
EU support for culture is merely symbolic in comparison even with EU support for
education. Almost three million students have had the chance to study abroad thanks
to Erasmus (now enlarged by Erasmus Mundus), whereas cultural mobility is still at the
phase of pilot projects. This also needs to change substantially if powerful transnational
alliances are to be forged.
The rather heavy bureaucratic machinery of the EU Culture Programme distributes
relatively small amounts to people who often feel that they have to twist themselves
out of shape just to fulfil the criteria. The programme has greatly improved, and truly
European projects of great quality have been promoted, but it is not the most popular
or most effective programme for various reasons – which is a shame. This needs
to change.
Some changes have been introduced to improve flexibility and user‑friendliness.
The cultural sector requires less centralized types of management, distribution and
accounting. For the EU, awards of say €30,000 make no sense in terms of overheads,
but for artists these amounts are substantial. There is plenty of experience in national
and private cultural management and administration. Regranting is not yet allowed
under the Commission’s rules, but it could help to decentralize and delegate.
The Commission should probably concentrate much more on core policy issues
rather than on running programmes. Steps have been taken in this direction by using the
executive agency. However, the processes still follow a logic derived from other policy
sectors. Significant cultural policies may well need different structures in the future.
The policy formation process is slow and cumbersome, and fails to promote the
true political interest of national stakeholders. In terms of substance, the dealings of the
Cultural Affairs Committee (CAC) and the Council of Ministers meetings are relatively
meagre. Again, progress is very slow. The level of high‑ranking participation is also an
issue, and feedback is poor. Of course this is the result of a legal and political situation
in which member states prevented the Union from becoming a powerful actor.
While change has happened through the Agenda for Culture, the methods
proposed and accepted represent a compromise: the so‑called Open Method of
42 Plus EFTA countries and some of the pre‑accession countries.
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Coordination (OMC) is praised by modest optimists and cursed by those who want to
see hard progress.
In addition to the patient, diligent and sophisticated use of the OMC, what is
required in the coming period is a new, vibrant, adequately powered impulse on other,
as yet Euro‑political, levels. Since, in a formal sense, policies are being developed
exclusively in the processes described, other forms of informal policy development need
to be established by groupings of member states, in alliances with civil society agencies,
foundations, the private sector, etc. Member states retain power over culture policy, and
therefore are free to set European signals and push for reflection and public awareness,
preparing the future.
Right now, the Commission is not in a position to respond forcefully to interesting
developments. At times, rivalry between member states (over such issues as liberalism
vs protectionism) prevents not only common policy formation but also – and this is what
really matters now – policy preparation and public debate in relevant areas. (One of
the most contentious issues is certainly that of new technologies, intellectual property,
cultural access and cultural rights.)
Culture policies need to become a centrepiece of public policy development.
Initiatives like A Soul for Europe have achieved a lot in this respect. The challenge
remains to connect ‘policy marketing’ with operational initiatives; to be able to test and
implement; to provoke by doing, not just by rhetoric; to build practical alliances among
public and private actors.
The idea of a better world, spearheaded by Europe, needs to become less awkward,
and to start mobilizing more and more people who are willing to get engaged. Creative
people – artists, cultural operators, intellectuals, citizens who care about public
responsibilities – are crucial for progress. They have the power to dream and to change
Europe for the better.
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14
Batailles de
‘soft power’:
The EU’s
external policies
and culture
The EU is a strange superpower. So claims ‘Brussels insider’ Cameron Fraser in An
Introduction to European Foreign Policy. ‘It has become an increasingly important
global actor,’ he says, ‘but only in some areas.’43 And it is true that the EU is both
powerful and weak in its external relations, its enormous complexity making external
representation difficult (‘confusing would be a huge understatement’44). Will the
measures introduced in the Lisbon Treaty change this state of affairs? Measures
such as the establishment of the European External Action Service (EEAS), which
serves the High Representative, who is simultaneously the deputy president of the
Commission. EPLO,45 the platform of European NGOs, warns: ‘In the worst‑case
scenario, the EEAS will serve only to perpetuate the EU’s inefficiencies, incoherence
and over‑bureaucratization.’46 On the other hand, governmental and EU experts as
well as civil society actors agree on the potential of, and need for, an effective external
policy. Citizens, too, inside and outside the Union, support an EU that actively shapes
globalization, ‘largely because of its use of civilian power’.47
And culture? Do we really need another complex debate – about culture in the EU’s
foreign and security policy – on top of all the existing challenges? The question has
already been answered. Important documents in favour have already been issued by
the Council, Commission and Parliament, member states have taken important steps

43 Fraser Cameron (2007) An Introduction to European Foreign Policy London, Routledge, p1.
44 ibid, p15.
45 European Peacebuilding Liaison Office (www.eplo.org).
46 ‘The EU as a Global Force for Good’, EPLO policy paper, October 2009, p1.
47 ibid.
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to strengthen common European action in cultural diplomacy, and NGOs actively
advocate for this.
It all has to do with the EU’s being ‘essentially a civilian power that confines the use
of force to the most exceptional circumstances and broad international legitimacy’.48
The notion of a civilian power broadens the parameters of the debate about the EU
beyond the simple alternatives suggested by Tony Blair when he said that ‘the EU
should be a super‑power but not a superstate’.49
Europe will inevitably develop its cultural component as an essential part of being
a civilian power, and part of what is called a ‘soft power’, about which the Institute for
Security Studies (ISS) remarks: ‘Soft power, nonetheless, is real power. This is all the
more the case in today’s interdependent world . . . Powers of influence and persuasion
. . . are primarily a function of the EU’s own internal model of democratic peace, unity
based on diversity and association between states, and social cohesion . . .’50
The ISS also notes that: ‘The Lisbon Treaty reaffirms (article 21) that the EU’s
foreign and security policy is guided by “the principles that have inspired its own
creation . . . democracy, the rule of law, the universality and indivisibility of human rights
and fundamental freedoms, respect for human dignity, the principles of equality and
solidarity, and respect for the principles of the UN Charter and international law.”’51
In common with others, the ISS goes a step further in interpreting the ‘cultural spirit’
of these principles: ‘This policy is built on the conviction that if Europeans are bound
together by common interests that transcend the divide imposed by statehood, the
same is true for Europeans and citizens of other continents, without artificial cultural,
religious or civilizational barriers . . . that it is possible to build a foreign policy that takes
into account the common interest of humanity, as part of a drive to boost a global
patriotism that rejects all forms of identity‑based nationalism.’52
In other words, the fact that the EU’s external policies transcend the traditional
goals of ‘trade and aid’ make it an increasingly important political player. ‘Remaining
a normative power is one of the EU’s main strengths on the world stage . . . [It is] a

48 ‘A Strategy for EU Foreign Policy’, Institute for Security Studies (ISS) report no. 7, ed Alvaro Vasconcelos, p3.
49 Quoted in Cameron, An Introduction to European Foreign Policy, p2.
50 ISS report no. 7, p3.
51 ibid, p15.
52 ibid, p15.
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strategy designed to cope with the difficulties of acting in a world where its model of
deep integration among states is not the rule but the exception . . .’53
Part of this normative framework is the shared understanding of culture and diversity:
‘Particularly important . . . is the way it (the Union) capitalizes on its diversity as an asset
in relating to the world – an aspect that is particularly critical against the backdrop of the
popularity of theories regarding the clash of civilizations . . .’54
A large majority of citizens55 desire a strong foreign and security policy for the EU,
and want the EU to achieve influence for the sake of a peaceful world where cultural
diversity is as respected as fundamental values.56

Challenges and
contradictions

However, many challenges and contradictions still have to be resolved, or at least
properly addressed, before Europe, as a civilian power, can fully develop its ‘soft’
potential as a global player.
First, there are fundamental political challenges in defining global goals: ‘How
should and can the EU act so that protecting our current way of life does not entail
making some of the world’s population poorer and less safe?’57 Experts are not naïve
about the magnitude of real or potential contradictions: ‘The fundamental values
enshrined in the Union’s treaties and strategic documents are not always easy to
reconcile: wealth and generosity, interests and values, liberalism and protectionism,
freedom and equality, profitability and redistribution . . .’58
Secondly, populist responses to global migration pose another challenge that may
turn an asset (‘diversity’) into a political threat (‘fortress Europe’). ‘The way in which
the EU deals with migration and its degree of success in preventing xenophobia from
poisoning European civic and political life will ultimately define the Union’s future
identity.’59 As will EU foreign policies, one might add.
53 ibid, p3.
54 ibid, p17.
55 See also Eurobarometer 6/2009; EU 27.
56 Project Europa 2030, ‘Herausforderungen und Chancen, Bericht der Reflexionsgruppe an den Europäischen
Rat, Mai 2010’, p7 : ‘Wie Umfragen zeigen, sind unsere Bürger – oft mehr als ihre Politiker – davon überzeugt, daß es
im Interesse der Union und ihrer Mitgliedsstaaten liegt, wenn die EU in der Welt an Geltung und Einfluß gewinnt und
geschlossen auftritt . . . Unsere Bürger wissen, daß wir in der Außenpolitik nur dann an Gewicht und Einfluß gewinnen
werden, wenn wir in der Lage sind, geschlossen aufzutreten . . .’
57 ISS report no. 7, p19.
58 ibid.
59 ibid, p17.
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Thirdly, the devil lies in the detail. ‘The EU has good intentions, high aspirations
and a commendable policy framework when it comes to external affairs’60 – yet
there are a whole host of unresolved practical, political and organizational hurdles to
overcome. These present a challenge that can be summarized thus: ‘The EU must act
in accordance with three basic principles – autonomy, consistency and coherence –
while striving to shape a multilateral world order.’61
Concerning EEAS and the structure of the new services, EPLO distinguishes
between an integrated model (including all aspects of EU external relations for all
regions) and a minimalist model (offering ‘coordination’, which often amounts to sharing
information only)62 and remains sceptical, drawing lessons from the UN’s experience.
They quote the Commission’s Communication on Conflict Prevention 2001, whereby
the EU’s capacity for action is not only dependent on a clear definition of objectives, but
also on the political will to act.63 EPLO recommends that the EEAS ‘should be seen as
an opportunity for the EU to shape its distinct international identity as a normative power
with a foreign policy aimed at promoting sustainable peace externally and an ethical
base shared by European citizens.’64

Optimism is justified

Despite all the difficulties involved, there are grounds for hope. Optimism can in fact
stem from awareness of the fundamental choice facing the EU. More and more citizens
and politicians are becoming attentive to experts’ conclusions and know that we could
face ‘the beginning of a new phase for the EU, and the next 50 years could be about
Europe’s role as an assertive global actor or, alternatively, the Union and its Member
States could slide into marginalization, becoming an increasingly irrelevant western
peninsula of the Asian continent’.65
This awareness might well fuel the political will to become a ‘transformative power’.
But ‘only by merging all its available tools will the Union be able to act as a
transformative power and contribute to reshaping the rules of global governance. By
means of a White Paper, which would be regularly updated, the strategic concept
60 EPLO policy paper, p1.
61 ISS report no. 7, p3.
62 EPLO policy paper, p2.
63 ibid, p7.
64 ibid, p8.
65 Project Europe 2030, English version, p12.
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would help to define the Union’s long‑term priorities and become the reference
framework for day‑to‑day external action.’66
For European citizens and ‘for many people around the world, the EU remains a
critical reference point, an alternative model for traditional inter‑state relations and a
transnational community of law which has brought prosperity and cohesion to a region
formerly torn apart by hot and cold wars. This “soft power” is the EU’s greatest asset.’67
However, the EU needs to transmit a common vision of how to secure a shared
future.68 The old, proven ‘passive consensus between the Union and its citizens’ is no
longer sufficient. Europeans expect more.69 Present‑day ownership requires a shared
understanding of Europe’s history, of its everyday reality and of its future.70 Certainly, an
important part of this vision is the role that the EU will assume in global affairs.
Though not a remedy for all ills, ‘soft power’ is the EU’s greatest asset. Yet Europe
as a ‘civilian power’ remains a ‘normative power’, in principle and in practice, and is by
nature anchored in a specific, democratic culture of policymaking, which includes the
spheres of ‘meaning’ and ‘culture’. This is why a civilian power like the EU needs explicit
cultural strategies, within and beyond its borders.

Why culture in EU
foreign affairs?

A cultural dimension to Europe’s foreign policy is no longer a question of ‘Whether or
not’. It is a question of ‘How?’, and ‘Which steps when?’
The Council, Commission and Parliament have endorsed the importance of
including culture in the planning of foreign policies, releasing major documents to this
effect. The EU ‘Agenda for Culture in a Globalising World’, something still unthinkable
as recently as five years ago, foresees culture in external relations as the third pillar. The
EU needs ‘real foreign policies’ with a ‘real, integral cultural component’ and ‘adequate
administrative conditions’.71
We can identify a few of the main reasons and drivers for this ‘culture paradigm’ in
EU external affairs:

66 ibid, p37.
67 ibid, p36.
68 ‘eine gemeinsame Vision, wie Europa seine Zukunft sichern kann’, Projekt Europa 2020, p51.
69 ‘Die Europäer stellen höhere Ansprüche an die EU’, ibid, p47.
70 ‘wenn die Bürger sich das europäische Projekt uneingeschränkt zu eigen machen sollen’, ibid, p49.
71 Doris Pack, Chair of the Culture Committee of the EP, in her contribution to the EP discussion on this topic in June
2010.
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■

A democratic entity of 500 million people that is also a great economic and political
power cannot not have an internal and external cultural strategy. If there is no explicit
cultural strategy, there will still be an implicit one, but without public legitimacy and
with limited possibilities to influence it.

■

Citizens expect the EU to develop foreign policies which, while making a strong
impact, will be different from the unilateral power gestures of traditional politics.
They expect the new soft politics to have a positive influence on global affairs.
In the same spirit, but even more explicitly, many young people regard the EU
not as a goal in itself, but as a global player for a better world, characterized by
responsibility, mutual respect, diversity, sustainability, human rights and the rule of
law, and intercultural dialogue: values important for a balanced cosmopolitan order.
The EU is complex, and so are world affairs. However, the EU needs to be
understood and felt to be ‘home’, complementing local, regional and national
‘belongingness’: a home in which to share aspirations and also share meaning,
which is another word for culture. A ‘meaningful’ EU foreign policy is a cultural
policy that needs new transnational paradigms, or narratives, of a good future,
of responsibilities shared across the globe. Convincing cultural narratives help
increase the visibility of the EU.
The cultural components of EU external relations are bound up with economics
(eg the cultural industries), as well as reflecting the immaterial value of the arts.
Culture is an important economic factor, but it is not only a commodity; the
UNESCO Convention on Cultural Diversity was a big step forward. A good mix of
competitiveness and diversity requires political negotiation globally.

■

■

■

■

Culture and conflict are often related, as culture can at times present a menace as
well as an opportunity. The wise ‘use’ of culture (and culture policies!) will assist
conflict prevention strategies and reconciliation efforts. It can contribute to security.

As Walter Laqueur remarked: ‘Cultural diplomacy, in the widest sense, has increased in
importance, whereas traditional diplomacy and military power . . . are of limited use.’ 72

72 Bound, Briggs, Holden, Jones (2007) Cultural Diplomacy: Culture is a central component of international
relations. It’s time to unlock its full potential London, Demos.
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Practice makes
the difference

There are some pressing questions. Given the multitude of national strategies and
instruments, what form could EU cultural diplomacy take, in its precise objectives and
in its practice? How might it usefully complement member states’ initiatives? What
structures and instruments would it require in order to achieve impact? How can the
notion of ‘impact’ be defined more precisely? What are the roles and responsibilities
to be developed? And finally, what kind of tools need to be developed, used and
coordinated in order to meet the objectives?
So far we have considered generic documents and widely shared ideas. Now it is
time to look at meaningful, impact‑rich practice. Only a few examples can be sketched
here, but they give a good idea of the total picture.

New tools of the EU within a
comprehensive and coherent
strategy

As has been remarked on several important occasions,73 quite a lot has been achieved
and is in place already, but the overarching strategic framework needs to be analysed
and developed, in relation to coherence, size and effectiveness in meeting the overall
policy objectives.
Examples of important EU cultural diplomacy tools include:
■ Media Mundus, which supports cooperation between European professionals and
those from third countries in the audiovisual sector;
■ Erasmus Mundus, a cooperation and mobility programme in the field of higher
education, aimed at enhancing European higher education, dialogue and
understanding between people and cultures through cooperation with third
countries;
■

■

■

■

Euromed Heritage, which contributes to the mutual understanding and dialogue
between cultures in the Mediterranean region through a greater valuing of
cultural heritage;
Euromed Audiovisual, whose contribution to intercultural dialogue and cultural
diversity takes the form of improving cinematographic and audiovisual capacity in
the Mediterranean;
the Anna Lindh Foundation, which is resourced by over 40 Euro‑Mediterranean
countries and promotes dialogue between cultures and respect for diversity;
the Eastern Partnership Culture Programme, which strengthens regional cultural
links and dialogue within the East;

73 Eg by Gijs de Vries in his paper for the 2008 Ljubljana Conference, www.mzz.gov.si/fileadmin/.../New_
paradigms_program_1.pdf
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Trends and paradigm shifts
that promote European
cooperation in cultural
diplomacy and require
appropriate instruments

■

the European Development Fund (EDF), which regards culture as an important
element of social and human development, insofar as it ‘contributes to
identity‑building and self‑esteem, fosters economic growth and social cohesion,
and helps to promote political participation and ownership’;

■

the Financing Instrument for Development Cooperation, whose aim is to improve
development cooperation, partly done through culture in its thematic programme
‘Investing in People’ (2007–13).

Internationalization and Europeanization affect such important areas as trade in
cultural goods and issues of digitalization and copyright, intellectual property, media
concentration, etc. New patterns of global competition (also in terms of cultural
campaigns) demand European strategy and positioning and not merely bilateral
responses from member states. Cultural aspects of security policy are increasingly
important as it becomes evident that the EU needs to address ‘cultural’ conflicts,
and/or ‘culturalized’ conflict patterns; soft‑power politics and the struggle against
fundamentalisms of various kinds cannot be adequately developed by relatively small
states in the Union. And global governance issues have already demonstrated the
need for radical restructuring and new instruments (such as the G‑20 and the Security
Council of the UN).
The cultural observer Rod Fisher has identified a shift from bilateral to ‘multilateral
cultural relations’, and also ‘from cultural diplomacy to cultural relations and mutuality’
(the latter having already been tested for quite a while by the British Council) due to
the growing need for trust‑building and fence‑mending.74 As to how to organize new
cultural relations in more cooperative modes, Fisher notes the increased popularity of
‘out‑of‑house programming’ and common projects by cultural institutes of the member
states, as well as many more ‘co‑productions with organizations from the host country’.
New cultural relations, Fisher asserts, also need ‘new relations with civil society (eg in
development policies)’.

Readiness of member states

One prosaic argument for the growing interest of member states in having some
European instruments and funds to complement their efforts around the globe has
often been heard in unofficial statements. Research has made it more apparent. In the

74 Rod Fisher, ‘Recognising the Significance of Culture in Government and EU External Relations’, Mobility Matters
(an ERICarts report), http://ec.europa.eu/culture/key‑documents/doc1795_en.htm
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words of Rod Fisher: ‘Scarcity of resources (financial crisis) encourages cooperation
among national institutes of culture.’
In 2006, the new strategy development at EU level was accompanied by the
creation of the network of European Union National Institutes for Culture (EUNIC). It
currently consists of 29 cultural institutes from 26 member states. There is also a more
sustained ‘team’ to support the rotating presidency, ably led by Steve Green.75
In one of Green’s articles he summarizes the trends and reasons for cooperation.
He ‘casts a view on emerging actors in international cultural diplomacy,’ citing
Korea, India and China. The latter is responsible for a remarkable expansion of
Confucius Institutes,76 300 of which have opened in the network’s first five years,
with the intention of reaching 1,000 by 2020 (‘matching the current Alliance
Française network’).77
‘The second emerging new direction in cultural diplomacy’, Green says, ‘is perhaps
more radical than the entry of new countries. Cultural diplomacy is traditionally bilateral.
The new trend is multilateralism.’78
Green analyses the benefits of a European strategy for member states, particularly
the smaller ones, quoting Gijs de Vries’s speech in Ljubljana.79 He also underlines
the EU’s important role in implementing the UNESCO Convention and the need for
coherence following the Commission’s ‘Agenda for Culture in a Globalising World’,
which promotes ‘culture as a vital element in the Union’s international relations’.
Green emphasizes the shift in the debate towards ‘listening’ capacities80 and
‘mutuality’,81 and concludes with newer approaches to cultural relations that may be
guiding not only national strategies but also an emerging European strategy:
■ from events to projects;
■ from bilateral to multilateral;
■ from presentation to cooperation;
■ from products to process;
75 Steve Green’s essay ‘New Directions’ develops themes presented by him at the conference ‘La accion cultural
exterior’ in Madrid, 14–15 December 2009.
76 http://english.hanban.edu.cn/
77 www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2010‑04/23/content 9766116.htm
78 Steve Green ‘New Directions’, p4.
79 www.mzz.gov.si/si/zunanja_politika/kulturno_sodelovanje/nove_paradigme_novi_modeli_kultura_v_zunanjih_
odnosih_eu/
80 Fisher and Bröckerhoff (2008) Options for Influence London, Counterpoint; and John Worne ‘Deaf is Dumb, Why
listening is important’, http://uscpublicdiplomacy.org/index.php/newswire/cpdblog_main/author/John_Worne/
81 Martin Rose and Nick Wadham Smith (2004) Mutuality, Trust and Cultural Relations London, Counterpoint.
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■
■
■

Further work towards the
development of European
strategy and practice

from one‑way to two‑way;
from telling to listening;
from self promotion to values promotion.82

There will be ongoing EUNIC activities in local and regional clusters, in coordination
with the heads of cultural institutes and through its ‘team’ led by Green. This work
will apparently not only be operational, but also strategic, while necessarily reflecting
the financial situation of member states’ public budgets, the need to reorganize
infrastructure and measure effectiveness.
In their mission statements, the national cultural institutes of the EU member states
are starting to incorporate a European dimension. This is the case with the Goethe
Institute, which states: ‘We promote an understanding of Europe at a global level
and develop common European perspectives. Within Europe, multilingualism and an
awareness of European citizenship are essential for closer unity.’83
On 21 July 2010, France presented ‘l’Institut francais, nouvel etablissement public
(EPIC84) charge de mieux coordonner l’action culturelle de la France a l’etranger’,
which obviously is not only an instrument to develop ‘puissance douce’, but also a
response to the economic situation: ‘Il pourra aussi lever des fonds issus de l’Union
europeenne et des organizations internationals.’85 In the light of shifting priorities
and financial framework conditions, other cultural institutes are also reconsidering
their presence in different parts of the world, as well as the relationship between
infrastructure and programming.
The European Commission will follow up the cultural agenda. Initial discussions
with member states have already taken place. It will be important to secure cooperation
between Ministries of Culture and the cultural departments of Ministries of Foreign
Affairs, as well as between the DG Education and Culture and the EEAS of the High
Representative. Whether or not the existing instruments of the Culture Agenda86 are
best suited to address the complex and urgent matters involved remains to be seen –
and discussed, and acted on.

82 Steve Green ‘New Directions’, p15.
83 www.goethe.de/uun/org/ltb/enindex.htm
84 etablissement public a charactere industriel et commercial
85 Press release by the French government on 22 July 2010.
86 In particular the Open Method of Coordination (OMC).
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Efforts have also been made by the European Parliament’s Culture
Committee, such as the public debate on external EU policies and culture on
23 June 2010, convened by its Chair and attended by a prominent member of the
External Affairs Committee. More and more MEPs are prepared to take the matter
forward, which will be important in many respects, not least the budget perspectives
for 2013–20.
Civil society organizations have so far played a major role in launching
research87 on the topic and organizing public events, often in cooperation with EU
Presidencies; 88 many continue to do so, such as ENCATC.89
Think‑tank members and other researchers contribute to the discussion. David
Fajolles and Damien Helly, for example, stress the cross‑border dimension of creative
industries; the need for the EU to project its own cultural diversity in a more active way;
culture as a strategic field for global rulemaking; knowledge access policies; cultural
awareness in the security field, etc. They point out the ‘gaps . . . between commitment
taken at the EU level and ongoing competition between member states,’ and the
challenge ahead in balancing ‘cultural diplomacy, cultural relations, cultural economy
and cultural capacity building’.90
There are already new policy proposals by member states, such as the
French proposal for ‘guidelines for the negotiation of specific frameworks for cultural
cooperation,’ recalling that EU external cultural policy ‘is based on the exclusion of
audiovisual services from liberalization commitments . . . under trade agreements,
both bilateral and multilateral’.91 France emphasizes the ‘respective autonomy of trade
and cultural negotiations, on the grounds of the special character of cultural goods
and services as enshrined in the UNESCO Convention’.92 (‘Putting the UNESCO
Convention at the heart of cultural cooperation’93 and ‘Cultural activities, goods
and services have both an economic and a cultural nature, because they convey

87 Three studies initiated by ECF and LabforCulture.
88 For example the conferences in The Hague and in Ljubljana – see www.eurocult.org
89 www.encatc.org/pages/index.php
90 Fajolles and Helly work for the EUISS; their paper was written in their individual capacity for the EP debate on 23
July 2010, see above.
91 ‘Communication for a New European Union External Cultural Strategy’, http://cdc‑ccd.org/
Le‑gouvernement‑francais?lang= en, ‘Reconsideration of EU Cultural Cooperation Protocol model’, p1.
92 ibid, p2.
93 ibid, p8.
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identities, values and meanings.’94) The proposal is technically very detailed95 and quite
far‑reaching regarding the provisions for improving cultural cooperation frameworks,
such as ‘a common policy on visas . . . to facilitate access to European territory for
cultural players’; ‘specific support for young artists, creative talent and professionals
from countries with underdeveloped industries’; 96 the promotion of works from partner
countries, financial assistance measures for developing countries and their cultural
industries; and other sectoral provisions97 (these being much less elaborated than
those for the audiovisual industries).

Responsibilities, roles
and competences

Member states will, without exception, always deploy their own external policies,
and most of them will probably keep and develop cultural diplomacy/relations in
regions and with objectives that are considered as being in their strong interest. The
reasons for such policies differ from country to country, and according to the scale of
operations and the methods of working.
This is part of the diversity that makes the EU so unique – and the EU’s looking after
some European aspects of external policies and cultural relations will not change this.
There are no legal possibilities of replacing member states’ external cultural relations,
nor is there the political will to do so, nor would it make any sense. However, there are
sensitivities and even fears among large players and small: for the former, this may be
due to competitive reasons; for the latter, there may be concerns regarding their status
as independent nations and as new members of the community.
It is therefore necessary to clearly rule out what will not happen when the member
states encourage and empower the Union to add a meaningful European dimension to
their own diplomacy efforts and to the EU’s external policies.
One question often raised is whether the EU will set up its own cultural institutes
abroad. The answer is, according to the vast majority, no. Developing a strong cultural
component to EU diplomacy is not about new massive structures or centralized cultural
external policies; nor of course is it about replacing bilateral policies and national
cultural diplomacy.
94 UNESCO Convention cited in ibid, p15.
95 ibid, p15: the teams charged with negotiating cultural cooperation frameworks should not be made up exclusively
of specialists in trade issues . . . and the DG E&C should ‘occupy a leading position in the negotiation of such
frameworks, in consultation with . . . member states . . . or an ad hoc group . . .’
96 ibid, p16.
97 ibid, p17.
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The key words again are complementarity and cohesiveness. A cohesive
European cultural relations dimension can only work if the Union and its services
wisely complement and support the actions of the member states (and of the cultural
sector engaged in this field). It can only work if EU policies form a strategic ‘vis‑à‑vis’
for the member states’ cultural diplomacy, institutes and networks, and civil society,
supporting European cultural cooperation with third countries. In the interest of all
partners involved, some coordination can indeed add European cultural value and cost
effectiveness: it can help create a balance between smaller and larger players, and
promote the interests of culture in relation to other strong forces, such as trade.
More coordination is also necessary within the European institutions. Much is
already in place in existing EU policies and practice, spread over departments and
commissioners: culture, development, trade, aid, enlargement, etc. A consistent and
coherent strategy can certainly improve impact, visibility and quality.
Civil society has expressed its support for complementary European action and
funds. It fears bureaucracy and top‑down approaches, representation rather than
cooperation; it hopes for many more possibilities to support bottom‑up activities and
networking among the operators in the cultural and artistic fields.
For those interested in European policy development, content is of course just as
pressing an issue. What can and should the EU do and support?
It is too early for answers. However, there are two main development lines:
programme (content) and organization, both probably largely varied. Plurality will be
key again. There will not be just one dominant model of cooperation and partnership;
action will depend on localities (geopolitics) and situations, as well as the chosen
focus. Yet there are obvious possible layers of content (and focus) that need strategic
coherence:
■
■
■
■
■
■

cultural cooperation with EU neighbours in the East and the Mediterranean;
culture and development;
culture and conflict;
culture and economy;
culture and diversity;
thematic priorities and focus (eg ‘intercultural dialogue’).

Some possible organizational options and questions have been identified:
■ strengthening content cooperation of existing players and providing support
according to clear European criteria;
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■

■
■
■
■
■

strengthening and promoting light structures of cooperation, synergies, and
infrastructural cooperation, where useful and desired;
supporting the inclusion of smaller ‘providers’ where appropriate;
optimizing coordination on the spot (role of EU delegations?);
tackling issues of training (how to ‘Europeanize’ it);
working transversally (how to strengthen PPP, eg with foundations);
learning from the experience of member states (arms‑length principle; operational
autonomy of cultural institutes).

A sober timetable is needed, one coordinated with such major dates as the EU’s new
seven‑year budget perspectives from 2014. Step‑by‑step implementation will take time
and require flexibility.
The various roles need to be worked out and negotiated:
■ For the Commission, strategy development needs specially assigned
responsibilities both within DG E&C and the office of the High Representative
and her EAS; institutionalized cross‑departmental cooperation mechanisms can
secure steady progress in mainstreaming culture, and taking culture into account
in all policy areas, as demanded by the Treaty and the European Agenda for
Culture (which foresees an internal and an external cultural dimension: both wings
necessary ‘to fly’).
■ The role of the European Parliament cannot be overestimated in terms of citizens’
interests in soft European foreign policies and ‘meaning’ (ie culture), which confer
legitimacy on future action and the budget too. Strategic and thematic discussions
that involve national experts, as well as public debates and hearings, should
accompany budget discussions in the respective committees of the parliament.
■

■

The member states and their cultural diplomacy instruments (above all their
‘institutes’) should be supported in scrutinising and developing the potential for
shared policies and common action. In reciprocity, these partners need to offer
European added value in practice. The European Network of Cultural Institutes
(EUNIC) has vast potential that can be supported by EU policies and means.
Experience shows that, in today’s world, cultural cooperation is more credible and
effective the more it uses the quality and critical mass of cultural networks and their
numerous actors, promoting mobility and inter‑connectedness. Cities and regions
are among the important actors in international cultural cooperation, as are NGOs.
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■

Ultimately, one of the biggest challenges will be to set up low‑bureaucracy
structures that have credibility in the cultural domain.

A coherent foreign and security policy will make the EU a ‘less strange superpower’;
a coherent cultural component to external policies will make the EU even more of a
‘civilian power’. The EU is a normative power, based on fundamental rights and the
respect for diversity; its model of ‘deep integration among states’ and transnational
citizenship can be projected creatively into future spaces of intercultural cooperation.
Europe is a cultural project, and the EU needs a coherent cultural strategy. Equipped
with one, it can truly help to make the world a better place.
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Postscript: Foundations
and European public spaces

The extended financial crisis has created, all over Europe, a new intensity of
communication between banks, economists and politicians. But the field of culture has
not seen a corresponding urgency of action. Although on often reduced budgets these
days, arts institutions rather seem to be characterized by ‘business as usual’ when it
comes to wider European cooperation.
This is a striking aspect of the whole EU predicament: transnational ambitions and
operations being severely limited by the predominant structure of the national media
and cultural policies of the member states. In other words, attempts at concerted action
at the European level are quietly undermined by the fragmented character of European
civil society.
Although more and more cultural and artistic projects do have an international
character, they are mainly received within national discourses. This factor circumscribes
the possibility of developing broader policies – environmental, financial and other. There
is a lack of common ground, of real trans‑European media and other public spaces for
vital European exchanges and debate.
During the economic crisis of the 1930s, President Roosevelt’s New Deal
federal policies under Works Progress Administration (WPA) included completely
unprecedented large‑scale arts projects, which had a strong impact on the evolution of
documentary photography and film, schools and libraries, theatre and music – indeed,
on the whole relationship between the wider public and the cultural professions. In
the very different context of today’s Europe, the scope of these historic measures,
with all their triumphs and disappointments, provides a thought‑provoking contrast
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with the slow and strangely invisible workings of EU cultural policies in the midst of
dramatic downturns.
One could entertain the idea that this situation will give grantmaking and operational
foundations both reasons and opportunities for concerted action at the European level.
But foundations are typically part of the same traditional structure as described above:
most of them are by their very statutes obliged to concentrate their activity within a given
national or regional context, where there is certainly no lack of tasks.
The problem remains how to confront the challenges at the higher level of European
complexity. What can foundations constructively do? Within their legal obligations
they can in many cases update their horizon, accentuate transnational aspects of
their traditional grants, and above all engage in joint projects with their own national or
regional projects as an integral part of wider European cooperative ventures.
This is precisely what has been happening to some extent during the last 10 to 15
years, especially through the exchanges and contacts within the European Foundation
Centre, the Network of European Foundations and – the oldest among them – the
European Cultural Foundation (ECF), started by the Swiss writer and confederalist
Denis de Rougemont in 1954.
The ECF is still by and large the only cultural foundation with a purely European
scope and representation. As such it has also, at important crossroads, been the
greenhouse for significant new European ideas such as the Erasmus programme
during the legendary leadership of Raymond Georis. Often the ECF has challenged the
EU to give more attention, political priority and resources to the cultural dimensions and
preconditions for a more dynamic European cooperation.
The present book by Gottfried Wagner can be seen as an emanation of this heritage,
albeit much redefined. Between 2002 and 2009 he was the vibrant personality at the
helm of the ECF, an intellectual and administrator at home in all corners of Europe, from
Istanbul to Kirkenes, close to artists, close to bureaucrats, on speaking terms with
politicians. Sensitive and courteous, he is never inhibited in speaking his mind. More
unconventional than most foundation leaders, Gottfried Wagner is a great asset to any
assembly, big or small. Where he is, there is engagement, impatience, confrontation
and humour. A great convener of highly different people, he has organized important
reflection groups, the pioneering LabforCulture information network, the Stranger
festival, publications on diversity in our own institutions and on European cultural
foreign policy . . .
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If European institutions are to be more inspired by the idea of cultural and
democratic exchanges, they will owe much to forerunners like Gottfried Wagner,
competent in European affairs and languages, combining nebulous dreams with
forceful practical initiatives and open‑minded cooperation.
How did he do it? In the thought processes, texts and photos of this book, we the
readers have the chance to meet and discuss with one of the most independent and
resourceful minds of today’s European foundation scene.
Erik Rudeng
Director, Fritt Ord Foundation
www.fritt‑ord.no
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The Art of Difference is, in many senses, both a personal and a political book.
It seeks to show how an individual can get very close to European matters
emotionally, not least in terms of feeling some responsibility for the common good
(which transcends national boundaries). It is also partly a record of the author’s
personal journey within a world of people, projects and artistic practice, arriving at a
deep concern for cultural policies that could underpin a truly transnational Europe.
The book is based on affection for this extraordinary and (so far) successful
‘project Europe’: a political project for which contemporary and future narratives
need to be developed, especially given the deep crisis of capitalism. As the author
says: ‘In that search, there is a role for culture, not for culturalization of difference,
though; and there is a place to be occupied by public cultural policies – European
and global.’
Though firmly believing in ‘word‑culture’ and discourse, the author underlines
the power of imaginaires to link critical intelligence with some kind of shared
democratic utopia. The author’s own photographs included here form part of his
political documentary.
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