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Five 
EUROPE, CENTRAL EUROPE, AND THE 

SHAPING OF COLLECTIVE EUROPEAN AND 
CENTRAL EUROPEAN IDENTITIES 

M i t j a Z a g a r 

1. 
When did I realize that Central Europe existed—that it mattered to me, identi-
fied me? I believe this happened rather early in my life, already in my child-
hood. I certainly started to have a sense of this part of the world and became 
interested in it long before I learned about the complex theories (more precise-
ly, the scholarly definitions and discourses) of identity that have been emerged 
in the social sciences and humanities. I must have been five when I first visited 
Vienna. The city fascinated me. I was amazed by its grand buildings and bou-
levards-its palaces and churches, huge parks and promenades, colorful shop 
windows, playgrounds and amusement parks, and, in particular, the Vienna 
Prater and its Giant Ferris Wheel (the Riesenrad). I (even!?) enjoyed the mu-
seums and art galleries to which my "old aunt" Ela took me, as she managed 
to explain their exhibitions in a way that spoke to a child. I was consumed by 
Vienna's vibrancy, intensity, and spirit. Everything was new to me, different 
and much grander than what I was used to in Slovenia and Yugoslavia, and 
yet everything seemed familiar and friendly, and I felt comfortable there. I 
remember that, though I missed my parents very much, I was sad and disap-
pointed when, after a few days of enjoying the city, we had to return home. 

I spent much of my early childhood with aunt Ela, an unmarried and 
childless family friend and distant relation who lived next door and of-
ten babysat me. She was a retired kindergarten teacher, a colleague of my 
mother's, and she possessed a rare, but wonderful talent for showing and ex-
plaining places, events and developments, even complex phenomena in ways 
that children could comprehend and enjoy. She told wonderful stories, often 
based on her own experiences, that stimulated as many (if not more) questions 
as they provided answers. Although people around me were sometimes an-
noyed by my endless questions, aunt Ela stimulated my curious and inquisi-
tive spirit by taking me on trips to explore new places, people, and cultural 
treasures in Yugoslavia and throughout Europe. 

The trip to Vienna was one of our early ones—the first longer trip that 
exposed me to a foreign country, its language, and culture (the republics in 



the Yugoslav federations were then parts of the same country, while their lan-
guages and cultures were considered brotherly, similar, and domestic). These 
trips to a large extent shaped me, my thinking, and my view(s) of the world. 
There was a process of preparation before each trip and I clearly remember 
that preparation for the Vienna trip took several weeks, which further built 
up my expectations. We looked at photos and reproductions of paintings and 
drawings in books and tourist brochures about the city (mostly old ones, from 
the interwar period), which she presented to me in a simplified way. As always, 
aunt Ela told stories—some that she had heard since her childhood and others 
based on her personal adventures and experiences of Austria and Vienna. 

Born an Austro-Hungarian citizen at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, Ela remembered that time and society fondly, which may have been 
somewhat unusual for a devoted communist, as she then was. At the time 
of our visit to Vienna in the mid-1960s she still considered it the capital of 
the "Empire" and associated it with her youth. Although she did not visit the 
city until after World War I, in the period of the first Austrian republic, she 
associated Vienna with the imperial "glamour and glory" that she knew from 
stories, particularly from tales told to her by a distant relative—a seamstress 
at the imperial court during the nineteenth century. These detailed descrip-
tions of supercilious imperial quarters, noblewomen's dresses and outfits fas-
cinated Ela as a child, and until the end of her life. For her Austria-Hungary, 
its lands and peoples, its traditions and her memories of the Empire remained 
important points of reference throughout her life, and shaped her identities— 
what, in the context of this book, we could call specific (common) European 
or (more particularly!) Central European identities. Surely, our common ex-
periences, particularly those study trips, her stories, and many other people's 
stories (co)shaped my own perceptions of the region and my identities. 

An interesting piece of this identity mosaic was a story from her childhood 
that I often asked her to repeat. It was a story about a visit by the Emperor Franz 
Joseph to her home town Jesenice—the first and only time she saw and heard 
the Emperor in person. I was impressed by her description of the Emperor all 
dressed up in his festive royal attire, waving graciously to the public that had 
come to cheer him. I remember particularly that she always emphasized how 
happy the crowd was when he started his speech with a short, formal greeting 
in the Slovene language. This symbolic gesture by the Emperor, that showed 
his respect of the local population and culture, made the crowd enthusiastic. 
It also showed that the regime, generally considered repressive and unkind to 
the inhabitants of this "prison of nations" dominated by the Germans (later 
the Austrians) and Hungarians, was aware of the diversity and multi-ethnic 
and multi-linguistic makeup of the population of the Empire (from childhood, 
successors to the throne were taught at least a few phrases in the lan-
guages of their different subject peoples). Surely, rather than simply dismissing 



Austria-Hungary as a "prison of nations," contemporary regimes and politi-
cians could learn from such practices of "Â  und K Monarchie" (Imperial and 
Royal Monarchy), that expressed at least a symbolic recognition and respect 
for diversity. Even more, they should learn from public and scholarly discus-
sions, particularly those of the Austro-Marxists Bauer and Renner on cultural 
autonomy, and from practical experiences (both successful and problematic) 
of legal regulation and of a specific type of collective protection of national 
minorities that evolved after the introduction of the Dual Monarchy. 

The story of the Emperor's visit—which I often later compared with re-
ports about the public appearances and behavior of political leaders worldwide, 
but particularly in Central Europe—was an eye-opener that, in a specific way, 
revealed to me the incredible diversity and pluri-lingualism that have always 
existed in Central Europe, even though I did not grasp this important fact at 
the time. 

2. 
One summer a few years later, when I was around ten, my aunt Ela took me on 
another fascinating study trip that lasted some weeks. This "cultural and lin-
guistic" trip was designed to stimulate my interest in diverse cultures and lan-
guages and was something that only she could have conceived. Interested in 
linguistics and cultures, she read several languages and spoke a few fluently, 
including German and all of the "Yugoslav" languages. Our trip was a spe-
cific introduction to those languages: she wanted me to see how they lived in 
daily practice in different environments, how they (interrelated, intertwined, 
and moved in and out of one other. We started our journey in Ptuj, a wonder-
ful ancient city in Slovenia, and visited several interesting towns and villages 
in the north of Croatia and in Vojvodina (the northern province of Serbia) on 
our way to the very border between Yugoslavia and Romania, where the trip 
ended. 

On this journey, aunt Ela asked me to listen carefully to the people, to 
observe how they talked and communicated—to pay particular attention to 
the local languages (dialects, vernaculars) and their transitions into other lan-
guages and dialects. I was surprised to discover that often the local dialects 
of different languages—particularly Slovene, Croat and Serb—matched and 
resembled dialects of neighboring languages more than the (official) stan-
dardized languages in the respective republics. She deliberately designed 
the route to include visits to some small towns and villages inhabited by dif-
ferent national (ethnic) minorities, to show me how their languages, habits, 
and cultures also impacted local dialects, vernaculars and languages, archi-
tectures and ways of life. So, in addition to the diverse local dialects of the 
Slovene, Croat, and Serbian languages I was exposed to Hungarian, Slovak, 



Ruthenian, Ukrainian, German, different Roma dialects, and so on. Aunt Ela 
pointed out different and often inventive ways of communication, both verbal 
and nonverbal, that people had established and continued to develop in dif-
ferent environments to serve their specific needs. An interesting experience 
in Vojvodina was visiting communities of settlers—they would speak of the 

"colonists"—from Herzegovina, who, as poor farmers, had moved there into 
the "former" houses of Germans (particularly those accused of collaboration 
with the German occupation authorities) who had left (or had been forced to 
leave) the province after World War II. They were still distinctively different 
from other Serbian- and Croatian-speaking inhabitants who had lived in this 
area for generations. Although these places and the ways of life there were new 
to me, they seemed somehow familiar, and I felt comfortable, because people 
often invited us to their homes, particularly when aunt Ela explained the aim of 
our trip; they even offered us transportation—by car, truck, tractor, or teams 
of horses—to our next destinations, so that we would not need to use buses and 
trains as we had initially planned. Surely, this trip gave me a new and personal 
insight into this specific part of Central Europe; it showed me an incredible 
linguistic, cultural, and ethnic diversity, but it also introduced me to the ways 
of life, modes of coexistence, cooperation and intertwining of the different and 
distinct people, groups and communities that have evolved in this geographic 
area over time. These first-hand experiences and insights could not have been 
replaced by any other source, whether literary, scholarly, or belletristic. 

However, the literature and other sources that I later read, as well as trips 
to the region, have supplemented my earlier knowledge and understanding 
of Central Europe and have contributed to the shaping and evolution of my 
European and specifically Central European identities. They have made me 
aware of controversies and contradicting narratives in and about the region. 
In time they have also helped me to realize the importance—particularly for 
daily life, coexistence and cooperation in ethnically diverse environments— 
of the following words that I heard spoken by an old man who had survived 
both World Wars, and whom aunt Ela and I met in one of these ethnically 
mixed villages: "If people have to, they learn to live and cooperate with others 
and each other, although it is not always easy. If they try hard and continue 
trying they even learn to enjoy it. Differences should not be problems, but 
rather advantages and wealth." 

Later trips to different parts of Central Europe were numerous and fre-
quent, and usually connected with my scholarly and volunteer work in civic 
associations, particularly in the United Nations clubs and youth organizations 
of Slovenia and Yugoslavia. I was thirteen when I traveled alone for the first 
time to Macedonia for a conference of the Yugoslav UN Association, and a 
few months later to Switzerland for an international conference sponsored 
by UNESCO and UNICEF on the education of youth for peace and equal 



cooperation among nations. Traveling at different times to different cities 
and countries I felt that there were certain similarities and commonalities— 
in the appearance, features and layout of buildings and settlements—and 
a common spirit to be found in the cities, towns, and villages between the 
Benelux countries to the west and Russia to the east, or even in the territory 
between Paris and St. Petersburg, and between Scandinavia to the north and 
the Mediterranean to the south. These experiences and the sense of similari-
ties and familiarity that I have discovered have surely helped establish my 
Central European identities. 

3. 
As a student—particularly from the second half of primary school to the end 
of graduate studies—I was a bookworm and was passionate about literature. 
In "good weeks" I managed to read three to six or even more books. One of 
the reasons that I became interested in "speed reading" and started to train 
myself in it was to improve and speed up my schoolwork. That gave me more 
time to read belletristic literature—poems, short stories, novels, plays, and 
dramas. When it came to reading and literature I could never get enough. 
Late into the night, when I should have been asleep, my mother often found 
me in bed with the blankets up over my head, reading with a flashlight. (In 
the sixth grade, for example, I read the novel Virgin Soil Upturned by Mikhail 
Aleksandrovich Sholokhov1 through the whole night and then left for school 
without having slept a minute.) While still in primary school I became one of 
the editors of the school's literary journal, which was symbolically called The 
Buds. Dreaming that one day I would become an accomplished writer and 
poet, I also tried to write, and was extremely proud when a few of my short 
stories and poems were published. 

Initially, I read Slovene authors and translations into the Slovene lan-
guage, and a few texts in the Croat and Serbian languages that I was able 
to comprehend. When my foreign languages improved in high school I also 
tried, and then with great pleasure started to read, English and German prose 
and poems—often simultaneously with their Slovene translations, which 
was a great way to improve my understanding and command of these lan-
guages. To get at least a taste I read almost everything that I could lay my 
hands on: starting with children's stories and books (when I have time and 
am in the right mood I still enjoy reading stories such as The Happy Prince 
and Other Tales by Oscar Wilde,2 Antoine de Saint-Exupery's Le Petite 
Prince,3 Richard Bach's Jonathan Livingston Seagull,4 or A. A. Milne's sto-
ries about Winnie-the-Pooh), I later continued with poetry, short stories, es-
says, novels, plays (tragedies, dramas, and comedies), and philosophic works. 
The librarians at the public library in Radovljica, my home town, saw me 



at least once a week, but often two or more times. They were very helpful 
and often directed me in my exploration of classic and contemporary liter-
ature. Many classic works of Slovene, Yugoslav and world literature could 
be found in our bookshelves at home, but particularly in the library that my 
aunt Ela collected all her life. These included classical Greek and Roman 
works, Dante, Boccaccio, Rabelais, Petrarch, Shakespeare, Moliere, Leopardi, 
Goethe, most of the American, English, French, Polish, and Russian clas-
sics, as well as Rilke, Kafka, and Hasek (his The Good Soldier Svejk5 

was one of the first novels that, at the beginning of my gymnasium years, I si-
multaneously read in the Czech original and in the Slovene, Croatian, English, 
and German translations that were all in her library). There were works by 
Joyce and many other masterpieces, as well as books by of Karl May, whose 
novels about the Wild West and the Middle East stimulated my imagination 
and desire to travel, and which I especially enjoyed reading from the fourth to 
the sixth grades. Ela's library also contained many works of important philo-
sophers and thinkers, including Plato, Aristotle, Marcus Aurelius, Machiavelli, 
Bodin, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Locke, Kant, Hegel, Marx and the contem-
porary Marxist and existentialist authors and philosophers, particularly the 
French ones such as Sartre; some of these I started to read towards the end of 
primary school, usually before they were mentioned in my classes, and often 
well before I was able to understand them properly. (At that time I did not con-
sider that many of them were from Central Europe!) 1 also tried to follow and 
read contemporary literature, and explored literature from other parts of the 
world; to a large extent I was dependent on suggestions from our librarians, 
who introduced me to Asian and particularly Indian, Japanese, African, and 
Latin American works, all of which opened up new worlds to me. 

By the beginning of my university years I could say that I was rather well 
read and that my literary tastes were quite formed. In the early 1980s Milan 
Kundera was a well-known and popular author and I tried to read everything 
that he wrote that was available. However, there were also other excellent twen-
tieth century Central European authors, particularly contemporary ones, who 
I read and liked, and I developed a special taste and appreciation for the lite-
rature of the region. I was particularly interested in the Slovene poets France 
Preseren, Dragotin Kette, Josip Murn Aleksandrov, Oton Zupancic, Srecko 
Kosovel, Ivan Minatti, Janez Menart, Ciril Zlobec, Tomaz Salamun, Tone 
Pavcek, Veno Taufer, Niko Grafenauer, but also poets from other countries. 
Among writers from the region (in a narrower and broader sense), I should 
mention Danilo Kis, whom I consider one of the best authors of the twentieth 
century and whose books The Encyclopedia ofthe Dead6 and Tomb for Boris 
Davidovich1 remain among favorites; Ivo Andric (whose classic masterpiece, 
the novel The Bridge on the Drina8 was considered the peak of the "Yugoslav" 
literature and for which—as the only "Yugoslav" author—he received the 



Nobel Prize for Literature in 1961); Miroslav Krleza (who is considered the 
greatest Croatian author and thinker of the twentieth century), particularly 
for his plays, poems (especially Ballads of Petrica Kerempuh9), his novel The 
Banners,10 and the collection of essays A Dialectical Antibarbarian"; Branko 
Copic, for Mehmed\ "Mesa" Selimovic (for his novels Death and the Dervishn 

and The Fortress,13 which I read several times and which offers unique in-
sights into the thinking, nature, culture, history, and historical development of 
the Balkans (particularly Bosnia-Herzegovina); Ivan Cankar; Slavko Grum; 
Ciril Kosmac; Misko Kranjec; Lovro Kuhar (Prezihov Voranc); Pier Paolo 
Pasolini; Czeslaw Milosz (Ceslovas Milosas in Lithuanian); Vaclav Havel; 
Josef Skvorecky; Boris Pahor (who, in my view, should have been awarded the 
Nobel Prize in Literature for his literary work, particularly his autobiographic 
novel Necropolis,14 which describes his experiences in a concentration camp 
during World War II, and for whose firm anti-fascist position and unflagging 
struggle for democracy, human, and minority rights I have the greatest admi-
ration); Vitomil Zupan; Drago Jancar; Rudi Seligo; Peter Bozic; Imre Kertesz; 
Umberto Eco; Elfriede Jelinek; and many other writers from the Benelux, 
Denmark, Switzerland, Germany, Italy, Austria, the former Yugoslavia and 
its successor states, Albania, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland, Ukraine, the 
Baltic states, Romania (including those who wrote in German or Hungarian, 
like Herta Miiller, who is usually considered a German author), Bulgaria 
and Greece, but also from France, Scandinavia, Belarus, Russia and Turkey, 
(particularly Orhan Pamuk for his fabulous book Istanbull5). Although each 
of these authors is very different and specific, their works—in their content, 
nature, spirit, geographic and symbolic space—reflect the region and its in-
fluences, even when some of the individuals belong to a region that is broader 
than what is normally considered Central Europe. 

When I first read Kundera's essay "The Tragedy of Central Europe"1 6 in 
the mid-1980s I had, to a large extent, already developed my views about the 
region and my European and regional identities. I remember that when asked, 
while at an international conference, who I was in ethnic and cultural terms, 
I responded as follows: "I am from the town of Radovljica in Gorenjska re-
gion, and from Ljubljana where I study. I am a Slovene from Slovenia, from 
Yugoslavia, and from Europe. I am a European, an inhabitant of our Earth and 
a citizen of the world. And in some way the Universe is too small for me." 

Kundera's essay and the debate it provoked—of course in combination 
with other works, views, and experiences—influenced my views of Central 
Europe (as specific a frame of reference) and my European identities, which 
further evolved and strengthened as I began to visit other continents. More 
precisely, I perceived Central Europe as a concept—as a cultural and political 
space, a frame and state of mind, and a point of reference, but also as a specific 
collective identity that, geographically originating from the region, I shared. 



In this context Kundera's essay and the debate(s) that followed are just a few 
elements, a few bricks in a huge building—possibly one of those red brick 
buildings that is so typical of (some parts of) Central Europe. These bricks 
are helpful in exploring the questions that I consider relevant in defining the 
region and its characteristics, particularly those that determine the concept(s) 
of Central Europe and its/their role in the shaping of Central European and 
other European identities. 

4. 
When I was preparing the notes for my presentation oit Central European 
identities for the International Seminar "Yet Another Europe and the Legacy 
of Dissent: Central Europe after 1984," held at Vytautas Magnus University in 
Kaunas, Lithuania, in October 2010, where the idea of this volume was born, 
I searched for the answers to the following questions: 

What is Europe? What is "yet another Europe"? What is Central Europe? 
Are there European and Central European identities? If they exist, what 
are their contents and nature? What are identities? 
Thinking of these questions and considering Kundera's famous essay raised 
several more questions: 

Can Europe and Central Europe survive if they do not become inclusive 
and are not successful in diversity management and integration? Are there 
viable alternatives to capitalism and democracy for Europe's future? 
Although these questions seem relatively simple, they are in fact difficult 
and have no simple and universally accepted answers. Attempts to answer 
them usually raise new and additional questions that complement the initial 
ones—they can help us define the framework for discussions on the possible 
impacts of geographic, cultural, social, economic, and political concepts (as 
well as notions and perceptions about Europe and Central Europe) on the 
emergence, development and evolution of European (and particularly Central 
European) identities as specific collective identities. These questions prove 
particularly helpful in determining and explaining the content and nature of 
these identities. 



5. 

What is Europe? 
Even geographers cannot offer an undisputed answer that would be accept-
able to all. Which geographic criteria should be applied and how? Is Europe 
a continent, or is it just a peninsula of Asia (Eurasia)? Where and what are its 
borders? How far to the east, west, north or south does it reach? Is there only 
one Europe? Can ideas about Europe be expanded—to consider geographic 
features such as rivers, mountain ranges, and plains, as well as cultural, social, 
security and political features and influences? Does it include the Caucasus, 
particularly its South? Which border areas can be included? Which areas are 
excluded and why? 

Geographically, there are many valid arguments supporting the idea of 
Europe as just a peninsula or sub-continent of Eurasia (like the Indian sub-
continent). Adding cultural, social, political, and security/military dimensions 
to geographic criteria, however, makes the task of defining Europe more com-
plex, and invariably raises many new questions: How do we define the "cul-
tural, social, political and security/military dimensions" that define this conti-
nent? What is culture? What is society? What is politics and what is political? 
What is security? Shall we observe it just from the military perspective, as 
the absence of the immediate danger of aggression? Is the concept of human 
security the right approach? Should we use narrow or broader definitions? 
I would suggest that it is preferable to use the broadest and most inclusive 
definitions of Europe. This position, however, is influenced by my desire to 
develop inclusive social concepts, and concepts of (collective) identities, that 
I consider effective tools for the promotion of the voluntary, equal and full in-
clusion and integration of all individuals, distinct groups, and communities— 
particularly those that are marginalized, and including all types of minorities. 
In this context I would describe social phenomena, and the above-mentioned 
concepts, as relational processes that—with all their dimensions and contents, 
including spatial and temporal ones—are complex and interrelated. Using 
the concept of folkways presented by David H. Fischer in Albion's Seed}1 

I would describe culture(s) as particular ways of life (in all their dimensions, 
including food, dress, architecture, and housing ) that are practiced regularly 
by people at a certain time and that are characteristic of a specific environment. 
What is colloquially referred to as culture—or creative culture, including so-
called high and low culture, alternative culture, and different creative activi-
ties—represents just a segment of those ways of life. Societies—at all levels 
of social organization, ranging from the local to the universal/global (and that, 
in terms of size, can range from micro to macro levels)—can be described 
as communities composed of individuals and all types of collective entities 



(from families and local communities to states and supranational structures), 
which are interrelated, interdependent and form some kind of social organiza-
tion and structure. Ideally, societies should be open, flexible, and inclusive, 
based on the principles of equality and nondiscrimination, and should provide, 
in a certain environment, the necessary conditions for equal and full inclu-
sion and voluntary integration of all individuals and distinct collective entities 
into respective societies. Further, security should be seen in its broadest con-
text as human security, which refers to individual and communal feelings of 
security/safety—the feeling of people that they are safe and comfortable in all 
respects and, if necessary, protected by adequate social mechanisms. 

The temporal dimension of all of these social phenomena and concepts 
(including theoretical, political, ideological) should also bfe considered. Shall 
our analysis consider only the present or shall we also consider the past, and 
possibly the future—at least our predictions for the future? 

Considering all of these questions and dilemmas, it is not surprising that 
in the literature and daily discourses there are countless, often very different 
and even opposing, answers to the question of what Europe is. In my view, at 
least in cultural terms Europe includes: to the east and south east, Russia (as 
far east as the people there feel European), the Caucasus and Turkey (again, 
as much as the people there feel European), and the Mediterranean; to the 
west, it includes not only the British, the Portuguese, the Spanish islands, and 
Iceland, but also, for many reasons, Greenland. 

6. 

What is "yet another Europe"? 
The very notion of "yet another Europe" clearly refers to certain temporal, 
political/ideological, as well as cultural frameworks. However, this does not 
make our attempts to define it any easier. Today and in the recent past this 
concept has been connected with the European Commission/European Union 
and its enlargement in the past decades, particularly its (recent and expected) 
eastern and southeastern expansion. We could say that the EU member coun-
tries might be considered "Europe," although some differentiate between 

"old" and "new" members (and "old" and new" Europe). In the views of some, 
only the "old Europe" is the "true Europe." Consequently, it could be said 
that "yet another Europe" might also include recent EU member countries, 
particularly those that joined the EU in the last two waves of its expansion. 
From that perspective, surely the current and prospective candidate countries, 
and possibly those countries that might not even consider EU membership 
in the future, should be described as "yet another Europe." But it might not 
be that simple: Does "yet another Europe" include Turkey, an EU candidate 



country which, since the fall of Constantinople, has been seen by Europe as a 
"key other"—particularly in Eastern and Central Europe, where it is seen as 
a symbol of Islam, the Islamic cultural circle, and the Muslim people? Does 
the notion of "yet another Europe" address religious and value issues? In this 
context, what are European values and moral systems? Are these values and 
value systems different and possibly conflicting? Do discussions about the 
future of Europe and "yet another Europe" consider current and future condi-
tions, particularly economic and demographic realities? Can Europe survive 
with its current standard of living without constant immigration? Does it pay 
attention to the growing tensions, divisions, cleavages, impatience and exclu-
sion, intolerance and hostility regarding "others" that can result in the various 
xenophobic excesses that can be witnessed daily in most European environ-
ments? Does it recognize their impact on daily politics and their influence on 
political ideologies? Does Europe accept or reject intolerance, segregation, 
racist discourses, and xenophobia? How does it deal with diversity? Does it 
develop its strategies of diversity management? How does the notion of "yet 
another Europe" relate to globalization and the fact that Europe's global role 
is diminishing—that, in the near future, Europe might become just one of 
several global peripheries, "yet another region" (in our global(ized) world) 
that can be more or less important depending on the times and circumstances. 
In the context of our discussions, does "yet another Europe" include Central 
Europe or has Central Europe already become a part of Europe? 

My immediate reaction to these questions would be that the notion of 
"yet another Europe" is just one of many -possibly inadequate and problema-
tic—attempts to define and describe Europe, its dimensions, and its diversity. 
Consequently, simple analogies such as "yet another Europe" and "Central 
Europe" can be considered just two small pieces in relation to the complex 
mosaic of Europe, or (and this better reflects the dynamic, interwoven, and 
evolutionary nature of these phenomena) the can be seen as two colors in a 
watercolor painting of Europe that is constantly changing for different reasons 
(fading from light exposure; undergoing chemical changes; the color and pa-
per changing due to climate and other conditions; attempts being made, by the 
painter or other experts, to restore it to its original condition). Considering the 
current problems and crises in Europe I would hope that "yet another Europe" 
includes all those who (like the contributors to this book) can conceive and 
develop alternative and inclusive scenarios and strategies for sustainable and 
stable development. To be successful and responsive to the current and future 
needs and challenges of European societies and the continent as a whole, such 
scenarios and strategies should include comprehensive and effective long-
term strategies and policies of diversity management that need to introduce 
adequate regulation and management of migration, particularly immigration 
flow, as well as open and inclusive integration policies and practices. 



1. 

What is Central Europe? 
As explained above, I consider Central Europe simultaneously a part of 
Europe and of "yet another Europe." I believe that the three phenomena and 
concepts are interwoven and interdependent—that they should be considered 
mutually inclusive rather than mutually exclusive. As such they could be seen 
as the building blocks for inclusive concepts of Europe and of diverse, com-
mon European identities. 

We can trace several historic sources and origins of the concepts) of 
Central Europe and list several different perceptions of the region and these 
ideas. Historic traces of diverse perceptions and concepts of Central Europe 
can, at least fragmentally, be found in various envirdnments and at diffe-
rent times since Antiquity. In this context I would mention particularly the 
intense and rich (frequently pluri- or multi-lingual) communication, connec-
tions, and cooperation between the intellectuals and scholars of this part of 
Europe who have been nurtured since the Middle Ages and who—though not 
in a formalized way—can be observed as having shaped a specific (academic) 
community and common cultural circles. These perceptions and concepts are 
continuously evolving. 

Among the best known was the idea of Mittel Europa that generally re-
ferred to the German cultural circle and, in a political sense, to the Habsburg 
Empire, which was perceived of and officially defined as the "Central European 
and Balkan Empire," and which encompassed the territories from its Russian 
borders to the east, to the Ottoman borders to the south and the east, and to 
the historically shifting western and northern borders. The concept of Mittel 
Europa as a Central European cultural sphere was broader and traditionally 
included all (historic) German lands as well as Switzerland and Liechtenstein. 
Regardless of the changing borders of the Habsburg Empire and various his-
toric developments, political and cultural definitions of Central Europe in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries also included Northern Italy and often the 
Benelux countries. In any case, the western political and cultural borders of 
Central Europe have seemed more uncertain and fluid than its borders to the 
east and south, where the Ottoman and Russian Empires were usually seen as 

"key others." These and other concepts and perceptions of Central Europe that 
have emerged throughout history have been constantly interpreted and rein-
terpreted by different actors and in specific historic circumstances. 

This was true also of the perceptions and concepts of Central Europe 
discussed by dissidents and intellectuals, particularly by Czech, Hungarian 
and Polish as well as Baltic and "Yugoslav" thinkers in the 1980s. Their ideas 
reflected the times they lived in, and were intended to offer alternatives to the 



ruling communist ideologies and regimes in their respective countries, and 
should therefore be seen as specific reflections of the desires and struggles for 
democratization, freedom, and human rights in those societies. The authors 
and promoters of these ideas hoped that they could build upon and stimulate 
the active role of civil society and its actors in the process of democratization. 
Taking into account the nature of the concepts of Central Europe that were 
emerging in the 1970s and 1980s and the intentions of their authors, as well as 
the actual role and impact of these ideas in the political and social transforma-
tions in the region over the past three decades, these ideas and concepts can be 
seen as innovative and revolutionary. In retrospect, particularly considering 
recent historic developments, it could be said that these concepts actually con-
tributed to democratic reforms and transformation in these countries—to the 
dynamic process that is often described as "the transition from Communism" 
or "the transition to democracy." Although their actual contribution to brin-
ging about political and social change is very difficult if not impossible to 
measure, they might have been far more important and effective than was 
initially thought. 

In the early 1980s discussions by dissidents and intellectuals on diverse 
ideas and (re)interpretations of Central Europe focused on a few then commu-
nist countries, particularly those that later established the Vishegrad Group 
and that, for historic reasons, were separated by the "Iron Curtain" from their 
European counterparts in the West, which experienced democratic develop-
ment after World War II. To simplify these discourses, we could say that they 
saw the Fascist and Nazi aggressive expansionist policies and World War II, 
but particularly communist totalitarian rule in the post-war years, as tragic 
external interventions that were alien to their Central European societies, and 
that interrupted their "natural" evolution and development—an evolution that 
they believed would otherwise have been democratic, even if the experiences 
and practices of those countries in the first decades of the twentieth century 
might have been rather undemocratic. These "romantic" (!?) ideas of Central 
Europe were alternative responses to the external interventions and historic 
developments that had divided Europe and Central Europe, and were attempts 
to bridge divisions between the East and the West. Their aim was to reunify 
the continent in a common democratic development, possibly through the pro-
cesses of European integration. However, these (re)interpretations and con-
cepts were often not tolerant, open, or inclusive, but rather exclusive and even 
repressive. Like many human and minority rights activists and advocates of 
democratization, I hoped that those alternative concepts would be aimed at 
the voluntary, equal, and full integration of all individuals, groups and com-
munities. Although I advocated prosecution of individuals who directly vio-
lated human rights, and their punishment if their direct individual responsi-
bility was established in fair public trials, I also argued against exclusion and 



repressive political actions, and opposed the ideas of "collective blame" and 
(political) "lustration" or even "defenestration" that were promoted by some 
radical dissidents. 

Consequently, it should be no surprise that I advocate open and inclusive 
concepts of Central Europe that provide not only for the possible inclusion 
and integration of additional countries, particularly to the east and south, but 
also for voluntary, free and full integration of all individuals and distinct com-
munities, including immigrants from non-European countries. 

8. 

Are there European and Central European identities? What is their 
content and nature? What are identities? 

From my personal experiences, particularly those of living in non-European 
societies, I have realized that I do posses European and Central European iden-
tities. Depending on the context, I identify (myself) as European or Central 
European. Our individual and collective identities reflect the circumstances 
and environments in which we live, particularly those that we consider im-
portant. More precisely, our identities are conditioned by our interpretations 
of those environments, circumstances, and realities. Consequently, they also 
reflect the diversity—both internal and external—of every European country. 
However, people from different parts of Europe who travel to or live in other 
parts of the world often find that they have common lifestyles, patterns of be-
havior, perceptions, stories, experiences, attitudes, values, and identities that 
connect, identify, and differentiate them as Europeans. In comparison with 
Europeans from other parts of Europe, I have discovered that I have more in 
common with those coming from the broader region of Central Europe, even 
though we possess diverse Central European identities. In short, there is no 
single and uniform common Central European or European identity. Rather, 
there are as many European and Central European identities as there are 
Europeans and Central Europeans—and surely more if we consider also the 
specific identities of different collective groups. However, those European and 
Central European identities do have their common denominators that might 
be stronger regionally, particularly in those regions of Europe that are more 
connected, interwoven, or internally integrated. These common denomina-
tors can also include perceptions and (re)interpretations of spatial (geographic 
and social) and symbolic environments and frameworks, circumstances and 
conditions, shared history (common interpretations of the past and present), 
ways of life, culture, values, value (particularly moral) systems, and goals. 

At this point in our discussion of identities we need to define and describe 
these phenomena. What are identities? Identities, both individual and collec-



tive, are social phenomena that should be seen as specific, continuous, and 
complex dynamic processes that continuously evolve and transform in their 
efforts to define—through ascription and self-ascription—an individual and/ 
or collective entity. As such they are shaped and influenced by a number of 
interrelated (f)actors that include relations with other individuals and com-
munities. Like all social phenomena, identities are fundamentally relational 
and dynamic processes that are defined by their spatial, social, and temporal 
dimensions. 

Analyzing and interpreting identities it could be said that they are shaped 
in continuous and complex processes of comparing and conceptualizing, based 
on dynamics of assimilation and dissimilation (with others, particularly "key 
others"). Throughout our lives we either (try to) imitate others, associate with 
them, and resemble, or seek to differentiate ourselves from others by behaving 
differently from them and even separating (oneself or ourselves) from them. 
It is almost impossible to predict which will be the factors impacting these 
processes, and how they will affect the shaping of identities. What we know is 
that identities, both individual and collective, are constantly forming, evolving, 
changing, decaying, and disappearing. As dynamic processes, they constantly 
reshape and transform, so they should always be analyzed considering specific 
relevant (physical, particularly geographic and social, and symbolic) space(s) 
and time(s). Additionally, it should not be forgotten that different identities 
(interrelate, intersect and interweave as well as condition each other. 

In a simple way we could say that our identities are constant attempts to 
answer, at a given time in a given environment, two basic questions: Who 
am I? Who are we? Of course, simultaneously—particularly by comparing 
ourselves, as individuals and members of diverse collective entities, with 

"others," particularly those perceived as "key others," and by determining the 
(spatial and non-spatial) borders dividing us from them—we are also answer-
ing the questions: Who is (s)he? Who are you? Who are they? 

Namely, identity processes do not just define who we are as individu-
als and members of diverse collective entities, but also who we are not by 
defining others and the borders between us and them. Sometimes those nega-
tive contents and definitions that help us identify the (spatial and non-spatial) 
borders of our identities seem to be more important than defining their posi-
tive contents. It could be said that different identities help us orientate and 
establish our (social) positions and roles by considering different criteria in a 
certain environment (that determine us as individuals and as members of col-
lective identities), while, simultaneously they determine also the positions and 
roles of diverse collective entities (as specific units) in this same environment. 
Consequently, they directly and indirectly also impact thoughts and actions. 

Considering the complexity and dynamic nature of identities (identity 
processes) it is rather difficult to explain their content and structure. Even 



when we explore a specific dimension and content of a certain identity (such 
as the identity of a nuclear family) we find that in this context we can oc-
cupy different roles and positions: we are simultaneously our parents' chil-
dren, brothers or sisters to our siblings, our own children's parents, and so on. 
Sometimes these "multiple" identities deriving from a specific identity are de-
scribed as multi-layered or "onion" identities, with different layers that repre-
sent specific dimensions and contents of our identities, while simultaneously 
determining a specific broader identity or identity cluster (such as our nuclear 
family identity). Such a perception of identities can be presented by the fol-
lowing simplified scheme: 

Figure 1: Multiple, multi-layered identity: Basic model 

Of course, identities are usually far more complex than this basic scheme 
shows. Individual segments of identity might intersect differently, possibly 
moving through several layers as well as taking different shapes. Often, cer-
tain layers of identity reach outside the imagined schematic borders, possibly 
intersecting with several other and different identity clusters. Consequently, 
the basic model of multi-layered identities and basic identity clusters can be 
supplemented in the following way: 

Figure 2: Extended model of a multiple/multi-layered identity or complex 
identity cluster indicating the interdependence of different layers of iden-
tity and of the different individual and collective identities that form the 
identity patterns and clusters of an individual and collective entity. 



Although, for the purposes of scholarly analysis, specific individual and 
collective identities or clusters of identities might be shown as isolated 
phenomena, in reality they are not. Identities are always (interrelated and 
(inter)dependent, constantly influencing and conditioning each other, while 
they are also (inter)related and (inter)dependent with other social pheno-
mena and (f)actors, as well as dependent upon circumstances and condi-
tions. Although we try to differentiate among independent and dependent 
variables, such classifications—particularly in specific contexts—can 
be rather problematic. In most cases we cannot accurately predict which 
variables in specific circumstances might prove to be dependent and which 
ones independent. If we consider a broader picture, all variables seem to be 
dependent ones—at least in specific circumstances. Consequently, individ-
ual and collective identities, identity processes, and identity clusters should 
be considered as interrelated and interdependent nets of complex identity 
clusters that continually interrelate and intersect. I believe that European 
and Central European identities can be observed as specific identity nets 
in this way. Schematically and segmentally, these identity nets can be pre-
sented by the following simplified scheme: 

Figure 3: Complex clusters and nets (networks) of multiple/multi-layered 
identities indicating the connections and interdependence of identity clus-
ters: basic theoretical model of the interrelationship of identity patterns 
and clusters of (individual and collective) identities. 



A number of relevant factors and actors interplay in the continuous processes 
of formation and transformation of individual and collective identities, there-
by determining their evolution as well as the shaping and reshaping of clusters 
and nets of identities. Phases in these identity processes go on continuously 
and often simultaneously throughout the conscious life of an individual, from 
birth until death, and throughout the existence of a collective entity, from 
its emergence until its disappearance. Among the relevant and interdepen-
dent factors and actors in processes of identity formation and transformation, 
the immediate and broader environment in terms of geographic (physical) 
and symbolic space should be mentioned, because it defines the spatial, so-
cial, and cultural framework, geographic conditions, and characteristics for 
inter-personal and other social relations among individuals and collective 
entities, particularly those that are considered by groups or communities as 

"key others"; they condition individual and collective identities in a certain 
environment and for specific ways of life that define social, economic, politi-
cal and cultural life, and the characteristics of the environments and actors in 
those contexts. None of these phenomena, factors, and actors are isolated or 
independent, but rather should be considered as interrelated and dependent 
variables whose impact should be measured in the context of all other relevant 
(f)actors, including: technology (particularly technological progress); legal, 
political and economic organizations, institutions, and systems; government 
as well as governance; and (social) mobility. Simultaneously, we should con-



sider their temporal dimension, particularly the perceptions and concepts of 
time that emerge and evolve in different environments. 

Additionally, we should be aware that our concepts, models, and theo-
ries, as well as our perceptions of reality, that all continuously evolve in time, 
should be treated as tools and yardsticks that help us comprehend complex 
realities, at least some dimensions thereof. We shall not confuse them with 
the realities themselves, as they are always just reductionist and simplified 
approximations of realities that focus on certain selected dimensions, chara-
cteristics, and contents of social phenomena, rather than encompassing their 
actual complexities. These warnings and considerations are necessary to 
point out the limitations of our (theoretical) concepts, models, theories, and, 
especially, our perceptions. 

9. 
All social and political activities (processes, policies, and strategies), and par-
ticularly those aimed at the creation and development of social concepts and 
ideologies, should be understood as acts of social engineering that are never 
socially neutral or objective. They are the products of social and political 
circumstances, conditions, and relations in a certain environment and have 
an impact on all aspects of life, including identity formation and transfor-
mation—both at the individual and collective levels. From our observations 
we know that identity processes can be influenced and directed in different 
ways: by upbringing, with the key roles of parents, families, neighbors, peers, 
and the immediate micro environment of early childhood and adolescence; by 
formal and informal education and learning, that should extend into life-long 
learning and civic education (in the sense of "education for active democratic 
citizenship" as promoted by the Council of Europe); by social life, sociali-
zation, and, especially, political socialization, which can also occur through 
political parties; by political institutions and systems, in particular demo-
cratic institutions; by international organizations and institutions, including 
regional ones; by media and public opinion; by civil society and all its actors, 
including trade unions, companies and other economic actors, as well as the 
usually mentioned NGOs; by research and science, that provide the necessary 
expertise, knowledge, and skills relevant for social and political life. 

The common interest of local, regional, national, and "European" politi-
cal, economic and cultural leaders and all relevant social actors (particularly 
organized ones and civil society), should therefore be—if they truly care 
about the well-being and development of the continent as well as individual 
European countries and societies—to promote the development of open and 
inclusive common European identities. These inclusive and open identities 
shall allow all individuals and distinct communities, including non-European 



immigrants and their communities, to integrate into societies in a volun-
tary, equal, and full way. In such a concept of European identities, Central 
European identities should be considered constituent components—specific 
layers of these multi-layered and multiple identities. 

Such European and Central European identities should promote the con-
cepts of open and inclusive European communities and societies based on: 
human rights and democratic principles; tolerance, recognition and respect of 
all diversities, including ethnic pluralism; the protection of minorities and the 
voluntary, equal, and full integration of all individuals and distinct commu-
nities; the promotion of democracy, democratic institutions, and democratic 
participation; solidarity and a feeling of community; and common interests 
that need to be constantly (re)established and coordinated, hopefully in a 
democratic way. These inclusive collective identities shall build upon positive, 
inclusive, and shared contents and values, particularly tolerance, acceptance, 
communication, inclusion, cooperation, and solidarity as the foundations for 
successful diversity management and the voluntary, equal and full social inte-
gration of all individuals and communities. I would hope that all the relevant 
actors in Europe—including politicians, public opinion leaders, political par-
ties, state and public institutions, as well as intellectuals, artists, social activ-
ists, associations, social movements, enterprises, other economic entities, and 
all other civil society actors—will realize that Europe's future depends upon 
the promotion, development, and implementation of such open, inclusive and 
integrative approaches, identities, and concepts, and that they will pursue 
such activities and strategies, hopefully based on a commonly agreed upon 
and coordinated European strategy of diversity management and integration. 

10. 
Can Europe and Central Europe survive, if they do not become 

inclusive and are not successful in diversity management and 
integration? Are there viable alternatives to capitalism and 

democracy for Europe's future? 
The activities and programs of the dissidents that contributed to democratic 
reforms and transition in the former communist countries of Eastern and 
Central Europe, particularly the role that civil society played in this process, 
can be considered the most important legacy of the Dissent that took place in 
the 1970s and 1980s. Another important achievement of the Dissent was the 
formulation of "European policy" that demanded the inclusion of the Central 
European countries within Euro-Atlantic integration. This policy culminated 
in their EU membership during the EU's Eastern Enlargement in the early 
2000s. Many dissidents viewed the process of accession and EU member-



ship as the reintegration of Central Europe into the West, something that was 
frequently described as the "return to Europe." And they believed that those 
developments eliminated the former ideological, political, and security divi-
sions and borders between the East and the West in Europe and globally. The 
ideas and values associated with those developments no doubt contributed to 
the evolution of new perceptions and concepts of Europe that consequently 
influenced the (reshaping of European and Central European identities. 

The inclusion of civil society into political processes and democratic 
transformation was among the most important social and political innova-
tions that opened space for the activation and participation of the people, who 
previously had not participated in or were excluded from democratic process-
es and decision-making. These practices gave new qualities and dimensions 
to the processes of democratization. However, after the formal introduction of 
democracy, free elections, and the establishment of democratic political insti-
tutions, civil society actors such as associations, organizations, and (new) so-
cial movements became marginalized and were to a large extent squeezed out 
of democratic political processes. Once again, as so often in the past, Europe 
has followed exclusive patterns and practices. Rather than using the demands 
and experiences of transition to reform democratic political systems and insti-
tutions, and to expand political participation and democracy, Europe missed 
an historic opportunity: it failed to formally include diverse civil society ac-
tors into the democratic processes and institutions that were being developed 
at all levels within states. 

Europe also missed the opportunity to use this historic moment and expe-
riences from democratization efforts in Central and Eastern Europe to address 
problems of democratic deficit within the EU—problems that, two decades 
later, remain unsolved. Among the main deficiencies and problems of "demo-
cratic transition" and democratization processes caused by Europe's inability 
to use historic opportunities, or to integrate its own cognition(s) and experien-
ces as well as the cognitions, experiences and lessons of "others" (particularly 
those from non-European environments), I would list the lack (in some cases 
even the absence) of openness and inclusiveness. While, during the last de-
cades of the twentieth century, most Eastern and Central Europeans, including 
some dissidents, looked up to the West, admired it uncritically and wanted to 
integrate into it through the assimilation and transplantation of western solu-
tions into their societies, Western Europe to a large extent ignored important 
developments and experiences from the East. Both the East and West, as well 
as Central Europe, lacked the will and ability to consider, accept and integrate 
non-European, particularly non-Western traditions, experiences, and achieve-
ments into political, social, and economic development or to develop strategies, 
policies, and practices of diversity management that would promote the volun-
tary, equal, and full integration of immigrants and immigrant communities. 



Although successful diversity management as well as European social 
and demographic realities and development trends require adequate regula-
tion and management of international migrations and the successful inte-
gration of immigrants and their communities, Europe remains resistant to 
international migration and to the acceptance and integration of immigrants. 
Rather than seeing immigration as a possible solution to demographic prob-
lems and as a factor that contributes to the richness, diversity, and possible 
comparative advantages of respective regions and countries, Europe and 
many Europeans continue to perceive migration, immigration, and immi-
grants as problems and a potential danger to the unity of states, and to cul-
tures and identities in the region. This discrepancy between actual needs 
and historic trends on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the un-readiness 
or inability to accept, promote and contribute to the voluntary, equal, and 
full integration of immigrants, particularly non-Europeans, has already be-
come a problem for European development that could substantially weaken 
the continent's global position. Personally, I believe that, in the long run, 
Europe cannot survive and preserve its present social and living standards 
without the development, introduction and successful execution of adequate 
effective diversity management—particularly migration and integration 
strategies, policies, and programs at the national level of individual states as 
well as at the level of the EU. In addition to the openness and inclusiveness 
of individual countries as well as within the EU as a whole, these approa-
ches should also be applied to the EU's external relations and policies. It will 
be impossible to develop a truly open, inclusive, and democratic Europe 
and European societies if the EU continues to act, in terms of international 
integration, as a closed and exclusive "Fortress Europe" towards other, par-
ticularly non-EU and non-European, societies. 

Europe and Central Europe can survive, develop and thrive only if they 
are open and inclusive, and I believe that their current levels of openness with 
regards to internal and immigrant communities are insufficient and will have 
to improve. This will require effective diversity management—the successful 
regulation and management of all socially relevant diversities, holistic and 
operational migration strategies, effective integration legislation, and poli-
cies to stimulate the voluntary, equal and full integration of individuals and 
distinct communities, as well as the adequate protection of minorities. These 
efforts need to be concerted, and whenever possible unified into common 
regulations and segmental policies if they are to be effective. Their current ab-
sence can be considered one of the main deficiencies in diversity management 
both within individual European states and in terms of European integration, 
particularly at the EU level. 

Open and inclusive ideas about Europe and Central Europe, as well as 
open and inclusive segmental and global strategies, policies, and practices 



are also crucial to the development of democracy in Europe. Among the main 
necessary preconditions for democracy I would list of the following: 

- pluralism, which cannot be limited just to politics but should encom-
passes all socially relevant pluralities and diversities; 

- democratic principles including liberty, equality and equal rights, 
non-discrimination, solidarity, justice, (social and political) partici-
pation, and popular sovereignty; 
human rights and freedoms, including adequate minority rights and 
protection; 

- democratic (political) systems, established democratic procedures, 
and functioning democratic institutions; 
the broadest possible democratic (popular) basis and adequate or-
ganizational infrastructures that enable democratic expression and 
formulation of the specific and common interests of individuals and 
distinct communities, as well as their participation in political and 
social processes, if they desire that. 

I would consider all closed and exclusive (social, political, and ideological) 
approaches, particularly those that might ignore or limit socially relevant 
pluralism(s) and diversities, human rights, and minority protection to be im-
minent threats and obstacles to true democracy, its existence and future de-
velopment. Although imperfect, democracy—simply described as the rule "of 
the people, for the people, by the people"—still seems to be the best frame-
work and system of social organization that we have invented so far. With all 
its deficiencies this principle and the political systems built upon it still enable 
the inclusion, in democratic decision-making processes, of social strata that 
were previously excluded from them. In the Western traditions democracy 
generally determines the formal inclusion into political processes of indivi-
duals belonging to those social strata, while diverse distinct collective entities 
are not considered. I would hope that democracy in Europe and globally will 
develop in such a way that it would enable not only full inclusion—the social 
and political participation of all individuals residing legally in states regard-
less of their citizenship—but also the inclusion and participation of all social-
ly relevant groups that seek inclusion and participation. The formal inclusion 
of civil society and its actors into democratic political processes and institu-
tions during the period of democratic transitions and reforms in Central and 
Eastern Europe in the 1990s could have been an important step in this direc-
tion. However, as indicated above, this opportunity was missed. I would hope 
that Europe corrects this mistake soon. From history we know that excluded 
strata have had to fight for (even if only formal) inclusion into democratic 
systems and processes. Consequently we can expect that the social strata that 



are currently excluded (such as residents without citizenship, and in particular 
immigrants and other diverse groups) will have to do so as well. History has 
shown that once this was done different democratic systems were able and 
ready to integrate these new strata. Having been a democracy and human 
rights activist for several decades I am happy to conclude that democracy still 
seems to be the best option, possibly the only alternative, for Europe. For it to 
remain a viable option in the long-term, however, European democracy needs 
to become more open and inclusive by developing approaches and mecha-
nisms that will enable the formal and actual inclusion and integration of all in-
dividuals and socially relevant groups, including civil society actors with their 
(politically expressed) specific and common interests. From these perspec-
tives democracy remains an ideal and a desire that Europe shall follow and try 
to translate into practice. In doing so Europe shall take into account that what 
truly matters is a responsive system that meets the needs and interests of the 
people and distinct communities, instead of one that merely directs them and 
imposes its institutional views and interests. If European democracy cannot 
transform itself and proves unable to meet these challenges, then alternative 
solutions, that will complement or even replace it, will need to be developed. 

Because of the parallel historic development of (political) democracy and 
capitalism, in particular capitalist economy, the public perceive them as con-
nected and inseparable. Consequently, many now think that true democracy 
is not possible without private property and a capitalist economy—with the 
right to and protection of property as among the basic human rights and foun-
dations of capitalism. Of course, human rights also constitute the foundation 
of modern (political) democracy. In this context, however, property rights are 
just a tiny segment of the body of human rights that consists of all civic and 
political, social and economic, cultural and particularly educational rights, 
as well as the newer universal rights such as the right to peace, to (natural) 
resources, to social and economic development, and to a sound environment. 
The right to property cannot therefore be realized as an absolute and exclusive 
right, but should be observed and considered in relation to all the other rights 
and basic freedoms that might limit or make it relative. Although those who 
promote unbridled "liberal capitalism" declare that such a concept is revolu-
tionary and even incompatible with political democracy, capitalism, and espe-
cially free enterprise, it is neither new nor revolutionary. Different limitations 
on private property, which consider the common good and interests of com-
munities, have existed since the Roman period and exist in today's western 
democratic societies, most radically in the procedure of expropriation. It can 
be said, therefore, that limitations on property and even the redistribution of 
wealth are not incompatible with capitalism, which, in democratic societies, 
should adhere to the basic democratic principles of (social) justice, equality, 
and solidarity—principles, that, in their hunger for the highest profit, eco-



nomic actors such as wealthy business owners and managers all too often tend 
to forget or ignore. 

In my view, capitalism and a capitalist economy are not preconditions for 
democracy, or even essential components of it. While democracy can evolve 
and exist in capitalist societies, the existence of capitalism in a certain socie-
ty is no guarantee for democracy. To the contrary, a capitalist economy and 
hunger for the highest (and often short-term) profit can seriously undermine 
it: that kind of capitalism does not seriously take into account justice, equali-
ty, equal rights, solidarity, or the just and equal distribution of wealth, and 
does not pay the necessary attention to the common good or the environment. 
Rather, it sees and treats nature and natural resources, including bio-diversity 
and genetic material, as opportunities for the profit that it considers the ulti-
mate goal and measure of everything. Consequently, it opposes environmen-
tal protection legislation and refuses to pay adequately for the exploitation of 
natural resources or for damage caused to the environment and the biosphere, 
but rather imposes patent protections and limits the availability of resources, 
inventions, and knowledge, even about natural human genomes, that could 
bring profit. Our earth, nature, and humanity clearly do not matter much to 
such "perverse" kinds of capitalist morality. Rather than seeing it as a precon-
dition and component of true democracy, I therefore see the global capitalism 
that is evolving today as a major threat to contemporary democracy, which 
should have human well-being as its central goal and raison d'etre. Rather 
than being a possible solution to the most urgent problems of our world, con-
temporary capitalism seems to generate problems that contribute to the esca-
lation of crises. 

In my view, therefore, a true contemporary democracy has to be one of 
"limited majority rule" that is based upon and respects human rights and free-
doms that include the protection and special minority rights of all socially 
relevant groups as well as all democratic principles mentioned above, inclu-
ding the principles of social responsibility, solidarity, and the wellbeing of all 
people. If contemporary capitalism cannot be transformed in such a way as to 
fulfill these highest standards and requirements and even contribute to their 
improvement, it should be abolished and replaced by better arrangements 
able to prevent the irresponsible—and, from the perspective of humanity and 
sustainable development, irrational—ways of today's capitalist profit-driven 
economies. 



Notes 
1. Solohov, Mihail Aleksandrovic (1961), Zorana ledina: Roman v dveh knjigah. 

Ljubljana: Drzavna zalozba Slovenije, 1961 
2. Wilde, Oscar (1959), Pravljice. [izbral in prevedel Ciril-KosmaC; ilustriral Vla-

dimir Lakovic] Zbirka: Kondor 27. Ljubljana: Mladinska knjiga, 1959; Wilde, 
Oscar (1962), The Happy prince and other stories. [With an introduction by Mi-
cheal Mac Liammoir; illustrated by Lars Bo] London, Harmondsworth: Puffin 
Books, 1962. 

3. Saint-Exupery, Antoine de (1964), Maliprinc. [Prevedel Ivan Minatti; ilustracije 
in oprema po avtorjevih originalih] Ljubljana: Mladinska knjiga / Ljudska pravica, 
1964; Saint-Exupery, Antoine de (1956), Der kleine Prinz. [mit Zeichnungen des 
Verfassers; ubersetzt aus dem Franzosischen von Grete und Josef Leitgeb] San 
Diego, New York, London: Harcourt Brace & Co., 1956; Saint-Exupery, Antoine 
de (1945), The little prince, [written and drawn by Antoine de Saint-Exupery; 
translated from the French by Katherine Woods] London: Piccolo, 1945. 

4. Bach, Richard (1976), Jonatan Livingston Galeb. [Prevedel Janez Gradi nik; 
fotografije Russell Munson] Ljubljana: Mladinska knjiga, 1976; Bach, Richard 
(1973), Jonathan Livingston seagull: A story [photographs by Russell Munson] 
New York: Avon, 1973. 

5. Hasek, Jaroslav (1962), Dobri vojak Svejk v prvi svetovni vojni. [prevedel Joze 
Zupancic; ilustracije po originalni ceski izdaji] Ljubljana: Drzavna zalozba Sloveni-
je, 1962; Hasek, Jaroslav (1973), Dobry vojak Svejk vzajeti: Stati a hnmoresky z dob 
valky. Praha: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1973; Hasek, Jaroslav (1962), The good 
soldier Svejk and his fortunes in the world war. London: Penguin Books, 1988. 

6. Kis, Danilo (1983), Enciklopedija mrtvih. Zagreb: Globus / Beograd: Prosveta, 
1983; Kis, Danilo (1987), Enciklopedija mrtvih. [Prevedel Ferdinand Miklavc; 
spremno besedo napisal Dimitrij Rupel] Ljubljana: Mladinska knjiga, 1987; Kis, 
Danilo (1989), The encyclopedia of the dead. [Translated by Michael Henry 
Heim] New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1989. 

7. Kis, Danilo (1977), Grobnica za Borisa Davidovica: Sedam poglavlja jedne 
zajednicke povesti. Beograd: Beogradski izdava£ko-graficki zavod, 1977; Kis, 
Danilo (1978), Grobnica za Borisa Davidovica: Sedem poglavij skupne pripov-
edi. [prevedel Ferdinand Miklavc] Ljubljana: Mladinska knjiga, 1978; KiS, Da-
nilo (1987), A tomb for Boris Davidovich. [Translator Duska Mikic-Mitchell] 
Sarajevo: Svjetlost / Ljubljana: Mladinska knjiga, 1987. 

8. Andric, Ivo (1950), Na Drini cuprija: ViSegradska hronika. Zagreb: Zora, 1950; 
Andric, Ivo (1948), Most na Drini: Visegrajska kronika. [prevedel Tone Potokar] 
Ljubljana: Slovenski knjizni zavod, 1948; Andric, Ivo (1973), The Bridge on the 
Drina. [Translated from the Serbo-Croat by Lovett F. Edwards.] London: George 
Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1973. 

9. Krleza, Miroslav (1946), Balade Petrice Kerempuha. Zagreb: Nakladni zavod 
Hrvatske, 1946. 

10. Krleza, Miroslav (1967), Zastave. Zagreb: Zora / Zagreb: Graficki zavod Hrvatske, 
1967. 

11. Krleza, Miroslav (1983), Dijalekticki antibarbarus. Sarajevo: Oslobodenje / Za-
greb: Mladost, 1983 (©1939). 

12. Selimovic, Mesa (1966), Dervis i smrt. Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1966; Selimovic, 
Mesa(1969), Dervis in smrt. [Prevedel Janko Moder] Ljubljana: Mladinska kn-



jiga, 1969; Selimovic, Mesa (1996), Death and the Dervish. (Writings from an 
unbound Europe) [Translated by Bogdan Rakic and Stephen M. Dickey; Intro-
duction by Hery R. Cooper, Jr.] Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1996. 

13. Selimovic, Mesa (1971), Tvrdava. Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1971; Selimovic, Mesa 
(1972), Trdnjava: Roman. [Prevedel Tone Potokar.] Maribor: Obzorja, 1972; 
Selimovic, Mesa (1999),The Fortress. (Writings from an unbound Europe) 
[Translated from the Serbo-Croatian by E. D. Goy and Jasna Levinger.] Evan-
ston: Northwestern University Press, 1999. 

14. Pahor, Boris (1967), Nekropola. Maribor: Obzorja / Trst: Zaloznistvo trzaskega 
tiska / Ljubljana: Ljudska pravica, 1967; Pahor, Boris (2010), Necropolis. [Trans-
lated by Michael Biggins.] Champaign: Dalkey Archive Press, 2010; Pahor, Boris 
(2008), Necropoli. [Introduzione di Claudio Magris; traduzione di Ezio Martin 
revisione del testo di Valerio Aiolli.] Roma: Fazi / Pavona: Graffiti, 2008; Pa-
hor, Boris (2001), Nekropolis. [aus dem Slowenischen von Mirella Urdih-Merku.] 
Berlin: Berlin Verlag, 2001; etc. 

15. Pamuk, Orhan (2007), Istanbul: Spomini na mesto. [Iz anglescine prevedel Jure 
Potokar] Ljubljana: Sanje, 2007; Pamuk, Orhan (2005), Istanbul: Memories and 
the city. [Translated by Maureen Freely] New York: Random House, 2005. 

16. Kundera, Milan (1984), "The Tragedy of Central Europe." (Translated from the 
French by Edmund White.) New York Review of Books. Vol. 31, No. 7 (April 26, 
1984). 

17. Fischer, David Hackett (1989), Albion's Seed: Four British Folkways in America. 
New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989. 


