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Part I: Origins of a Continent

culture. Cyprus is part of ‘Europe’, but it has a lot more in common with
‘Asian’ Turkey than it has with other European islands, such as Iceland,
Ireland, or the islands of the Baltic. In fact, for much of Europe’s history, the
Mediterranean world has operated as a single unit, with trading ships going
back and forth from one coast to another and mighty empires seeking to rule
the whole area, without anyone making too much of the fact that, strictly
speaking, three separate continents exist there.

How Many Europes?
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Once you start looking for similarities that hold Europeans together, you end
up with some unexpected results. For one thing, you soon find that more
‘Europes’ have existed than you may have thought.

A Christian Europe?

The idea of Europe as a Christian continent works, up to a point. However,
Europe has a substantial Muslim population, and not just post-war immi-
grants but communities first created when the Ottoman Turks overran east-
ern Europe back in the 15th century. Much of Spain used to be ruled by
Muslims from North Africa, who established what they called the Caliphate of
Cordoba; you can still get a sense of their rich cultural legacy in the beautiful
Alhambra Palace in Granada.

Christianity did spread across Europe, so much so that talk focused on
Christendom, a sort of united Christian Europe. However, Christendom split
into two geographic and theological camps: the Catholic Church based at
Rome and the Orthodox Church based at Constantinople.

Medieval Catholics regarded Orthodox Christians as little better than infidels
(that is, non-believers), and in 1204, an army of western Crusaders on its way
to Jerusalem decided to teach them a lesson by trashing the great Christian
city of Constantinople. (You can find out more about this deplorable episode
in Chapter 7.)

Fast forward three centuries, and you find Europe tearing itself in two over the
religious ideas of Martin Luther and John Calvin. This period is called the
Reformation (Chapter 10 has the details), and it divided Europe into Protestant
(England, Scotland, northern Germany, Scandinavia, the Netherlands, parts of
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forced a third to flee for his life. The Swiss banded together to kick out the
Austrians back in the 13th century and have been fiercely proud of their
republican tradition ever since. The Italians set up a series of city republics
in the middle ages and were forever on their guard — not always successfully,
it has to be said — against would-be rulers who might try to take them over.
The Dutch and the Germans have very strong traditions of city republics,
banding together to defend their independence. All these countries looked
for inspiration to the city states of ancient Greece, and to the big daddy of
them all, the ancient Roman Republic.

The danger, as the Romans and later the Italians were to find out to their
cost, didn’t come from foreign enemies but from their own successful
generals. The Roman word for an army commander was imperator; it’s no
coincidence that it gave us the word emperor, because that’s what Roman
imperators turned into. (Head to Chapters 4 and 6 to find out what went
wrong with the Romans’ noble experiment in republican government.)

A democratic Europe?

The Council of Europe, which was set up after the Second World War, likes
to promote the idea that to be properly European, you have to stand up for
the ideals of democracy — and you can see why. Ancient Greece was the
birthplace of democracy — even the word is Greek — Britain’s ‘Mother of
Parliaments’ is generally regarded as the model for representative govern-
ment, and the French can claim, with their 1789 Declaration of the Rights of
Man, to have given the world the first authentic statement of human rights
(but see Chapter 16 before you take their word for it).

The trouble with this notion is that European democracy is a fairly recent
idea, and it hasn’t put down very deep roots. Greek democracy was very dif-
ferent from modern democracy, not least because Greek freedom rested on a
class of slaves known as helots, and women - you just know what’s coming,
don’t you? — had none of the rights that men enjoyed. Even in modern western
Europe, it took years of battling to get equal democratic rights for women.

Democracy has only really flourished in European history in the period since
the end of the Second World War in 1945 and then — and never forget this —
only in half of the continent. Eastern and central Europe did not taste democ-
racy until the Berlin Wall came down in 1989, bringing the communist dicta-
torships with it. Since that time, many of these countries in democratic
transition, as the phrase has it, have found democracy very difficult to adjust
to. Plenty of Russians today look back nostalgically to the good old days of
Stalin and the labour camps; at least you knew where you were then, they
say. It would be nice to say that democracy somehow comes naturally to
Europeans, but the evidence is against it.



























