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Europes, Past and Future 

Any attempt to pin 'europe' down to a fixed or delineated territory, a sovereign domain of whatever 

kind, a definitive population, or, indeed, anything else faces the same problem.  Europe whatever 

else it may be is not reducible to a thing, a place or a people.  Still less can it be fully expressed as a 

set of laws, treaties and institutions.  Rather, Europe is a set of loosely aggregated and evolving 

ideas about all of the above, to which a greater or lesser formal unity has been applied at different 

times and encompassing different territories.  However defined, Europe carries some notion of 

territorial location, and its often fluid territories play host to Europe's many and varied populations 

old and new.  But 'european' is only one of the ways in which these people are identified and, more 

importantly, how they identify themselves.  For all the vigour with which it is often described and 

analysed, therefore, Europe remains a stubbornly vague entity: a shifting bricolage of identitary 

oddments, having a greater or lesser purchase depending on who, where, and perhaps most 

importantly of all when you are.   

Most definitions tend - for good historical reasons bound up with war, genocide and expediency - to 

emphasise the first two of these.  Europe is about identity and thus rides the ebbs and flows of 

'European' nationalisms, regionalisms, religions and languages over the centuries.  Although this 

implies the 'when', it generally only emerges explicitly as part of whatever 'history of Europe' is 

being told at any given time – in most cases a developmentalist narrative concerned to define 'steps 

towards' whatever version of Europe is being sold at the time.  As this suggests, it is not just Europe 

as an entity whose meaning is fluid, but the process of europeanization that means different things 

at different times. 

Charlemagne's Frankish Empire, the Holy Roman Empire (not holy, not roman, not really an empire 

but definitely european), the inter-related European monarchies and their attendant aristocracies, 

Napoleonic France, the 1000 year Reich and the EU, to name only a few of the more prominent 

Europes that have come and gone over the centuries, have all in one way or other discovered 

themselves as ideal articulations of Europe’s territorial, spiritual, moral, political and/or economic 

community.  And all of them have then attempted to foist (usually by force) their particular vision 

on to the rest.  All of these varied Europes, therefore, consist of a double teleology – a process 

leading inexorably, for good or ill, up to the present, and a posited future toward which the present 

must be actively reshaped.  Almost irrespective of the ideology that draws the blueprint, Europe is 

perpetually it seems, a future to be built on the foundations (often still smouldering) of....well... 

Europe.  Visions of European futures may differ violently, but the long term goal of some kind of 

enduring unity is remarkably stable.  And that, perhaps, is why the current crisis of the Euro is of 

more than just economic significance.  
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The Rise (and Fall?) of Europe 

As Étienne Balibar pointed out some years ago, EU-rope’s political and technocratic classes found a 

way round the shifting nature of Europe, simply by refusing to address it.  As he put it (2004: 168.  

Emphasis original): 

The pragmatic method [of dealing with Europe’s identity] for which European leaders have 

so often been praised – consist[s] in never posing the political problem underlying the 

theme of “European identity”, but rather allowing the vicissitudes of diplomacy and 

economics to decide upon inclusions and exclusions, and only ever establishing formal 

rules of negotiation. 

As a common, everyday element across the majority of EU member states, the Euro has become a 

tangible and potent symbol of contemporary ‘europeanness’.  Whilst the currency was relatively 

strong, it worked its way deeply into a European consciousness.  Which is why, since the global 

financial meltdown of 2007-8 the idea of Europe (and even EU-rope) have been progressively and 

rapidly collapsed into the crisis of the Euro.  The prospect of the Euro's collapse and the desperate 

measures that have been put in place to prevent it, seem to have eclipsed all other discourses of 

European identity.  This is partly, of course, because the Euro is (at the time of writing anyway) an 

important international currency and its demise would set the global financial system adrift in 

uncharted and distinctly stormy waters.  But it is also because the Euro seems somehow to have 

become Europe.  The prospect of its collapse has prompted even some of the more sober 

commentators to speculate about whether, without its currency, Europe in any meaningful sense can 

survive
1
.   

This strange elision of Europe with Euro has been revealed in the context of the financial crisis, but 

was clearly taking place long before this.  The move from separate national currencies, to the 

transitional European money of the ecu, to the Euro itself, had long ago seemed to take on an 

inexorable evolutionary dynamic – a single economic and political space (EU-rope's telos) simply 

had to have a single currency.  Nowhere is the assumption of the 'inevitability' of the Euro more 

evident than in the (with hindsight) extraordinary failure of its architects – an army of policy-

makers, lawyers, economists and bankers – to imagine a day when a Eurozone member might want 

or have to leave.  The prospect of the Greek default is frightening for many reasons, but the 

paramount fear for many in EU-rope seems to be that beyond the immediate financial chaos that 

would ensue, the European ‘spell’ would somehow be irreparably broken.  Notwithstanding that 

other EU member states did not adopt the Euro, the act of a state stepping backwards into some pre-

Euro national past, flatly contradicts the commonsense construction of ‘Europe’ as progress. 

                                                 
1
 For example, my newspaper this morning carries the headline, ‘Ten days to save the euro or see the EU disintegrate, 

ministers are warned’. (Guardian, December 1
st
 2011, p.29). 
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Despite this apparent blind faith that the Euro was a logical and inevitable outcome of post-war 

Europeanization, on closer scrutiny it in fact represents a rather peculiar episode in the history of 

Europes.  As the crisis of the currency has deepened, the Euro has been revealed to be both partial 

and institutionally rather weak.  This has come as a very unpleasant surprise to many in the 

European banking fraternity and, even more so in the European Commission, but that perhaps only 

suggests the extent of their credulity.  One way of illustrating this is by considering the narrative of 

'monetary union' that has surrounded the Euro from the outset.  Despite the rhetoric, the Euro was 

only ever a limited form of currency union.  To believe that this constituted monetary union is not 

only to forget the non-Eurozone EU members, but more fundamentally to reduce 'money' to 

'currency', which is a very unwise thing to do if you are going to use it as a basis for economic 

policy.   

The money circulating in and through an identifiable economic system on any scale consists not 

only of a formal currency, but also the legal and financial institutions that define the boundaries 

(always porous) of the economy in question, the legal framework within which any system of 'fiat 

money' necessarily exists and all the many other currencies, securities and 'monies' used in the 

world's financial markets.  Not only did the technocrats who created the Euro not seem to anticipate 

the hugely complex interactions between all these many, often countervailing institutions and 

processes, but they simply assumed that the currency would continue to grow and consolidate.  In 

doing so, they seem to have missed the fact that despite the single currency, there is more than one 

‘European economy’.  By this I do not refer to the persistence of ‘national’ economies within the 

Eurozone – important though that is – but the other Europe-wide and global economies on various 

scales that overlap with and compete with the Euro.  At the same time that the foundations for the 

single currency and the European Central Bank were laid, Europe’s fiscal and regulatory margins 

(the Isle of Man, Channel Islands, Leichtenstein, Switzerland, Gibraltar, etc.) emerged as 

significant, if problematic financial centres Europe’s own ‘offshore’ industry adjunct to, but legally 

outside the EU.  Despite the power of this ‘European economy’, many in the European Commission 

and the European Central Bank seem to have decided that the Euro was the final and definitive step 

on the way to an inevitable full fiscal union.  In doing so, as is now increasingly apparent, they 

seem to have mistaken the journey for the destination.  
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Please Don’t Laugh 

So will, as many believe, the demise of the Euro lead to the collapse of Europe either in the 

institutional sense – EU-rope – or in the conceptual sense?  Or both? 

Because Europe is not and never has been a single entity, the chance of the latter happening seems 

unlikely.  Even supposing the Euro vanishes in a puff of debt and recrimination, even if the break up 

of the Eurozone leads to departures from the EU, Europe in its many forms would continue.  This is 

for two reasons.  The first, and most obvious, is that much of the conceptual and institutional 

structure will survive whatever happens.  Ironically, the political and bureaucratic inertia for which 

EU-rope has become (particularly for its detractors) synonymous, will ensure something will 

persist.  This is not to suggest there won't be immense difficulties, but they are unlikely to be 

enough to dislodge a system that is for all its faults too much a part of the fabric of daily life to 

simply vanish. 

But second, and arguably more importantly, we need to remember Europe's peculiar relationship 

with crisis.  Despite its current reputation for crushing legalism and political slow-footedness, 

Europe has always been a creature of crisis.  The European Coal and Steel Community emerged as a 

response to the Second World War.  The EU, as Balibar has argued for many years, was a ‘child of 

the cold war’ (2004: 166).  The Common Market was a response to the crisis tendencies of ‘global’ 

commodities markets.  The creation of both the ecu and the Euro were both responses to 

increasingly volatile financial markets, and the perceived need for a ‘big’ currency to withstand the 

crisis tendencies of global finance.  Since 9/11 and the beginning of the open-ended crisis of 

Washington’s ‘war on terror’, Europe has again responded; developing new (if often controversial) 

relationships with what are, in many cases, its new, ‘non-European’ neighbours (Clark &Jones 

2008). 

If crisis provided dynamics that shaped the institutions of contemporary EU-rope, it has also led to 

its expansion.  Europe may not always have been popular (either with domestic populations and/or 

nationalist political parties), but as both an idea and set of ideals it has long been regarded as a place 

of refuge.  Despite the UK’s ingrained euroscepticism, for example, it joined the European 

Community in 1974 precisely because of a crisis in the international economy.  The fiscal crisis 

unleashed by rising oil prices and global industrial competition drove Britain to abandon its 

traditional dependence on the USA, to become, however partially, ‘European’.  And more recently, 

EU-rope has been the destination for the accession states of the old ‘Eastern Europe’ – another 

‘Europe’ that has come and gone leaving a crisis in its wake that only a different Europe could 

assuage.   

And so, even as the Eurozone was apparently disintegrating around him, on November 10
th

 2011, 

Prime Minister Traian Băsescu formally signed Romania up as an accession state to both the EU 
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and the Euro.  Recognizing the possible absurdity of his situation he jokingly urged the press, 

‘please don’t laugh’, but went ahead anyway, declaring that he did ‘not believe in a fragmented 

Europe’.  Somewhere between these two statements lies the central paradox of Europe.  It is 

fragmented and always has been, but the overwhelming desire to believe in the possibility of its 

unity – however this is to be achieved and however ridiculously impossible it may seem at the time 

– will ensure its survival in some form.  Europe is (probably) dead, long live Europe! 
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