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Central Europe: Political Idea and Historical Reality

Peter Vodopivec (I nstitute of Contemporary History, Slovenia)

The Slovene poet and writer Edvard Kocbek wrot&940, shortly before
the German-led invasion of the Kingdom of Yugosiaat the outset of World War
I, that the main characteristic and defining aspét¢he one million square
kilometers that lay between the European East aest Was this region’s s ethnic
and cultural diversity. Kocbek, however, regrettieak the region never recognized
its diversity as an advantage, nor did it succaequromoting it vis-a-vis Western
Europe as a positive quality. On the contrary, €liurope, because of its
fragmented nature, fell victim to the imperialistlations of larger neighbors. The
area’s diversity became a constant source of iatemal tension and confliét.

According to Kocbek Central Europe had come unigerstrong influence
of its German neighborhood during the so-calleddara era,” initially by
romanticism through Herder's ideas, which becaraégdhbiding lines” and the
bases of “national identities and feelings of ah@al European nations,” and
later by Hegel and the idea of the strong ethratestThe German abandonment of
Herder in favor of Hegel would have at least twgatese consequences for
Central Europe: the first was the expansionisnihefGerman Empire, and the
second came in the form of attempts on the patiehations of the region to
establish their own nation states, a process thatdiead to overemphasizing of
ethnic differences between themselves and theghbers. The only way out of
this trap, which caught Central Europe between efésdinderstanding of national
ethnic allegiance and Hegel's understanding oftenal ethnic state was, in
Kocbek's view, a reorganization of the Central [pean state system. Kocbek was
of the opinion that Central European nations aatestshould, on the one hand
strengthen their cooperation, going so far as timfan “economic federation,” and

on the other, recognize their ethnic and cultuna ity as “an undeniable

! Edvard KocbekSrednja Evropa (Central Europeejanje, Il1, Ljubljana 1940, 89-92.
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advantage and positive quality,” assuring all @nth- large and small — mutual
respect and “national and cultural autonomy.”

Istvan Bibd, a Hungarian lawyer, essayist and deatgresented six years
later — in 1946 — in his essay “The Misery of ttestern European Small States,” a
completely different view of Central and Easterndpe. Developments in Eastern
and Central Europe in the 19th and 20th centurgggwn his opinion, mainly
characterized by conservative, ethnocentric andmaltstic tendencies, by
“nationalistic narrowness,” lack of “democratic i and “lack of realism.” Bibo
maintained that these negative characteristics weiggie to Eastern and Central
Europe and were hardly known in the modern histdtyre European West. There
were in Western Europe, as he wrote, old and stnaitign states, which had
succeeded over time to do away with minority lirsgigi groups and regional
peculiarities, assuring them continuity and stabiBy way of contrast, no such
long-lasting and strong nation states emergedraith@entral or Eastern Europe.
As a result, national borders were in a constate sif flux. This became a huge,
if not an insurmountable problem in thé™#nd 20" centuries and one of the main
causes of national antagonisms and conflicts. Bibé regretted that the
Habsburgs, as he put it, had been too preoccugibddermany and the German
Empire and thus failed to develop their monarchg astrong and centralized
empire following the example of Western Europeagiibms and statés.

The “diversity,” which was for Kocbek an advantagel an “extraordinary
quality” was for Bibo a tragedy. Kocbek was persdithat “ethnic and cultural
diversity” could become a basis of modern CentrabRean democracy; Bibo
believed that the absence of traditional strongestavas the main reason for the
“lack of democracy” in Central and Eastern Eurdfecbek was a poet; Bib6é was
an essayist and moralist. Their essays on Centralde not only reflected two
very different views of the region, but also twawdiverse ethnic and historical
experiences: the Slovene versus the Hungarian.

Discussions about the boundaries of Europe begaouwse long before
Kocbek and Bibé wrote their essays. The westerméary of Europe has never
been particularly problematic: it has been cleat th the west, Europe ends with

2 |stvan Bibd,Die Misere der osteuropaischen KleinstaaateFeankfurt am Main: Verlag Neue
Kritik 1992.
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the Atlantic and Great Britain. However, Europesstern borders were far less
clearly defined. Until the end of the"1@entury the northwestern boundaries of
the Ottoman Empire reached into what later becém&tropean “centre.”
Classical 18 and 18' century Europe was thus much smaller than the figuod
today. It “spread” to the east only after the Aiastrvictories over the Ottoman
Empire in the late #7and 18 centuries. The reforms introduced by Peter the
Great and Catherine Il brought Russia closer t@geirAlthough certain
individuals continued to doubt whether Russia e&Sit. Petersburg could be
considered part of European civilization, as altesfuRussian reforms, by the 18
century Europe finally acquired eastern bordersd Aince it had its east and its
west, it started discovering its “centre.”

Until the beginning of the century there was no doubt about what that
“centre” was. Until 1806, when abolished by Napalgburope’s centre consisted
of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nations ftrue that it was just a
formal entity without actual political or militagyower, but its existence ensured
an important balance, no matter how uncertain. Hagme clear in 1815 at the
Congress of Vienna when the victors over Napoleerewedrawing Europe’s
political boundaries; they found themselves havmfigure out how to deal with
the many German states and create a new ordeg iButopean “centre’”One of
the big questions, discussed in Vienna a littleentban 200 years ago, was how to
assure the stability of the large area betweemdtiecratic Russian Empire and
still potentially revolutionary France. The Austriehancellor Clemens Metternich
thus brought to the discussion the idea of a CeRtreopean alliance with the
Habsburgs at its head, which would include the Hattg Monarchy, the newly
created German Confederation, several Italianstatd a number of Swiss
cantons. However Metternich failed to obtain supparhis proposal.

The idea of Central Europe as a particular regidausope was embraced
later in the 19 century by liberally minded German intellectuatsl goliticians,
as part of discussions regarding the possibilitgainomic and political union

between the Habsburg Monarchy and Germany, asawelpossible unification of

3 Arnold SuppanDer Begriff »Mitteleuropa« im Kontext der geopalithen Veranderungen seit
Beginn des 19. Jahrhunderiditteilungen der Osterreichischen GeographisdBesellschaft, 132
Jg., Wien 1990, 196. Jacques DrbEurope Centrale: Evolution historique de l'idée
Mittelueropa,Paris: Payot 1960, 31-51.
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all territories populated by German speakers. Nemtan, particularly Slav,
Czech and Slovene middle class politicians, whoesthe revolutions of 1848 had
advocated the reorganisation of the Habsburg Mdwyardo a federation of
autonomous nations with equal political rights gesed a different understanding
of Central Europe. Historians therefore look fa fredecessors of the Central
European idea in the works of German economic afitiqal thinkers of the 19
century such as Friedrich List, Karl Ludwig von Bk and Constantin Frantz.

At the same time they discover elements of latert@eEuropean political ideas

in the Austro-Slavic and federalist plans of the€@rhistorian FrantiSek Palacky,
Czech poet Karl Hauwlek, and Slovene lawyer Matija K&g. According to
Palacky the only chance to achieve a modicum a#peddence for the smaller
nations squeezed between more powerful German assidh neighbours was to
become part of a multiethnic federal state in theogean centre, achievable, as he
believed only by the reorganization of the HabstMomarchy into a federation of
autonomous and equal nations.

The discussion initiated by the question of relaibetween the Habsburg
Monarchy and Germany continued after the formadibtihe Second German
Reich in 1871 under the influence of Germany’s gngwambitions. At the
beginning of the 20th century German geographéesngted to give the idea of
Central Europe (in German: Mittel- or Zwischenew)pa clearer definition. In
1904 we see the establishment in Berlin of an assoc under the name of
Mitteleuropéischer Wirtschaftsverein, set up wita purpose of backing joint
Austrian and German investments and economic stiene Southeastern Europe
and further east in the Ottoman Empirdll these attempts in fact openly

supported the German idea that the areas betwe®ma@g and Russia,

4 Ludwig von Bruck (1798-1860) was in the 1830s ofithe founders of the Austrian sea
transport insurance and shipping company in Tridstgrian Lloyd, from 1849 to 1851 Austrian
minister of commerce and from 1855-1859 Austrianistér of finance. He was in the 1850s the
primary architect of Austrian chanchelor Schwarzgls Mitteleuropa plans advocating the union
of Austria (together with Hungary), the Zollvergind the North German states into a Central-
European customs union, in which Austria and thedhargs would reassert their leading position.
Bruck was according to the Italian historian Arduignelli the first to use the term Mitteleuropa
already in the 1840s. Arduino Agnellia genesi dell'idea di Mitteleurop&iuffre Editore, Milano
1973.

5 R.J.W. EvansAustria, Hungary, and the Habsburgs, Essays on1@keBtrope c. 1683-1867
Oxford: Oxford University Press 2006, p. 299. Gadytag,Deutschlands »Drang nach Siiden,
Der Mitteleuropaische Wirtschaftstag und der »Emédmgsraum Siidosteuropa« 1931-1945
Gottingen: V&R Uni Press and Wien: Vienna Univergiress 2012, 30.
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particularly those settled by Slavs, were integeats of a German economic and
cultural sphere.

The concept of Central Europe did however, as iskmewn, gain
worldwide attention thanks to the bobktteleuropg by the German liberal
politician and Lutheran pastor, Friedrich NaumdaPublished in Berlin in 1915,
when World War | was in full swindvlitteleuropabecame a best-seller in
Germany and Austria-Hungary. Naumann supportedtitree of forming a large
Central European confederation, which would beréiselt of the union between
the German Reich and the Habsburg Empire and weirldhe area between
Great Britain and Russia — create a strong econandanilitary community
independent of either the Anglo-French West oiRhesian East. Naumann also
concluded that this confederation should not havexalusively German, but a
supra-national character, and therefore shoul@rastitate towards enforced
political, linguistic and national uniformity. Acoding to Naumann, the
establishment of a Central European community Wwaplg a necessity, as he
believed that small and medium-sized countriesrttadolitical future. The task of
the German nation, wrote Naumann, was thus to faEfgs own “nationality” as
well as the “nationality” of its non-German alli¢$owever, as the British
historian Robin Okey points out, Naumann compaled‘tole of smaller nations
as planets to the German sun.” Naumann’s concuaiicpl idea was German
domination of the European centre; his Mitteleuraa to become the region of
German expansion and its “main goal was to makdr@ldaurope the German
base for the world power status Naumann assumeritigh, Americans and
Russians already had.”

Naumann’s book strongly divided German and Austumgrrian public
opinion. For militant Great-German nationalist&#s -- with its tendency to an
agreement with non-German, particularly Slav naierthe expression of national
defeatism, and therefore contrary to German natioterests. In the Habsburg
Monarchy it was well received by Austro-German owadilists, but not by the

“industrialists fearful of competition” and “thefafial class with its Habsburg

6 Robin Okey,The Habsburg Monarchy c. 1765-1918, From Enlightentto EclipseLondon:
Macmillan Press Ltd. 2001, 382.
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loyalties.”” Hungarians and Czechs expressed opposition to Aianimideas
although there were Austrian-German intellectualsy while agreeing in general,
pointed to the differences between Austria and GeymThe Austrians saw a
special role for Austria and Austrian culture betw&ermany and the Slavic
world. For example, the renowned poet Hugo von Hofnstahl, discussing the
problem of the relationship between the German Easrgoid Austria, turned
Mitteleuropa into an essentially Austrian concépt-dofmanstahl’s view
Mitteleuropa was a special region in Europe, witaeeman speakers and culture
had traditionally played a dominant role. In costi® Naumann, he located
Mitteleuropa’s centre in Austria, which had in b@@nion an important role to
perform as mediator between the Germans and WeSlavs, and between the
European West and Edst.

The debates regarding Naumann’s Mitteleuropa, kewdad no influence
on the political decisions of governments in eitfeanna or Berlin. A Slav
response came in the form of Czech political leddemas Massaryk’s idea of a
federation of small nation states between the 8alid the Aegean Sea, which
would separate Russia from Germany, but this tackgusank into oblivion.
National states, which after World War | emergedtanterritory of the
dismembered Habsburg Monarchy, were in the 19204.880s entering into
mutual alliances, but these were mostly pragmaiitfar removed from the plans
that continued to be put forward by various adhtsrehCentral European co-
operation. “Newly established states (in Centralbga) demonstrated much
greater skills in discovering means for isolatimg drom the other than in
establishing friendly relations,” wrote Professéerier Hantos in Budapest in
1932. Hantos offered his own proposal for a Danubkigonomic confederation.
His proposals, however, fared no better than attesrs put forward in the years
before World War 1l calling for unions of “small ti@ns” from Scandinavia to
Greece’

7 Ibid.

8 Hugo von Hofmannsthal and the Austrian Idea: Selt&ssays and Addresses 1906-1927
translated and edited by David S. Luft. West Lafeyd?urdue University Press 2011, Introduction
p. 2. Friderik LindstrdomEmpire and Identity, Biographies of the Austriaat&tProblem in the

Late Habsburg EmpiréNest Lafayette: Purdue University Press 2008; 113D,

9 Jacques Droz, L'Europe Centrale..., 244, 247-249.
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In the early 1930s the concept of Central Eur@gprecto be actively
discussed once more in Germany. In the new NatiSoalalist political
vocabulary the term Mitteleuropa clearly designdbeterritory which was
presumed to be not only a vital part of Germamtivgpace, but also the natural
German economic hinterland. In line with such vidNezi adherents of
Mitteleuropa emphasised a special mission of Gesnrathe European centre,
and appealed for closer economic and politicaldibktween Central European
states and Germany. The idea of Mitteleuropa bec¢ho®ein the 1930s an
argument and a justification of German economic @oldical expansion into
Central Europe and into the Balkans, and an impbometrument of German
diplomacy which, from 1934 onward tried to establiis the territory between
Germany and the Soviet Union a new system of mglatwith the German Reich
at the top. By the time of the outbreak of WorldA\MaJitteleuropa had become
merely a concept by which to explain and justifzNailitary expansion. The
Central European states, Austria, CzechoslovaldaPatand, were Hitler’s first
victims, and Hungary became a loyal German saellihe idea of Central Europe
was thus ultimately compromised — especially inGseman formulation of
Mitteleuropa. Compromised also was the idea wHram the originally German
concept of a special organisation of the Europesutre, turned into a one-sided
weapon of German domination.

In 1945 it seemed therefore that the fall of tlegr@an Reich would put an
end to discussions about Central Europe. The netasiremembered as an
integral part of the Nazi vocabulary and thus h@tdomounced negative
connotation. At this time, there was no reasongouss Central Europe at all.
After the end of World War Il, the area in the Euean centre, between the East
and the West, no longer exist€dEurope had only the East and the West, divided
by a thin line — the Iron Curtain. After the Yugaslbreak with Moscow in 1948,
one could even say that Communist Yugoslavia wa®tily space left between
the Soviet European East and the European Westetayweven in Communist
Yugoslavia one could perceive a split between thigigal orientation of leaders,
whose hearts continued to beat towards the \Eaist their economic interests lay

increasingly to the West. In the early 1960s, Hnemistorian, Jacques Droz,

10 Timothy Garton Ash, »Mitteleuropa«®@aedalus Volume 119, No.1 (Winter 1990), 1-21.
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concluded that the designation Central Europe coaltbnger have any modern
meaning and could only be the subject of recolbectresearch and history.

But a decade later, in the late 1960s and eail94,9Central Europe was
rediscovered — first in northern Italy. The ideatfteven after more than a century
of existing within the Italian state, regions fomhygoart of the Habsburg
Monarchy were in economic and cultural sense inymweays closer to the Central
European countries than to central and southelyjbecame discussed
particularly in the north-eastern part of Italypray the Italian border with
Yugoslavia and Austria, in Gorizia and Trieste.sltliscussion on the one hand
led to demands for more intense inter-regional enoa co-operation across the
existing state boundaries, and on the other tadering a “common” Central
European history, which sank into oblivion afteg thisintegration of the Habsburg
Monarchy!! From the very start these endeavours to definsupposed cultural
unity of Central Europe were filled with exaggeoati unconcealed nostalgia and
emotional flirting with the “Habsburg myth,” whiciready in 1963 was criticised
by the renowned Trieste-based writer Claudio Magri$he northern Italian
initiative for discovering the “common Central Epean tradition” was thus
received with considerable scepticism. The vemtéitteleuropa,’ which the
Italian authors used in its German form, was comrsial. In the early 1970s,
when the Central European debate was reopened, exaeyts and politicians
therefore believed that it would not last very long

Again they were wrong. In the 1970s Central Euneps no longer
discussed and written about only in northern Italy, also in Austria and in the
countries of the Eastern European communist blge¢hB 1980s, it became one of
the popular topics among the Eastern European efCB®lish and Hungarian —
dissident intellectuals -- opposed to their co@strcommunist regimes. With the
writings of Vaclav Havel, Adam Michnik, Milan Kundee Gyo6rgy Konrad,
Czeslaw Milosz, Jend Sziics and many others, Cdatirapean discussion was
given new life. The main ideas of these writers entellectuals can be

summarised briefly in the following manner: Centalrope indeed had its own

11 Catherine Horel, »The Rediscovery of Central Earom the 1980s, iffhe Fall of the Iron
Curtain and the Culture of Europ&dited by Peter I. Barta, New York: Routledge 2024-30.
12 Claudio MagrisPer habsburgische Mythos in der modernen Gsterigitien Literatuy Wien:
Zsolnay Verlag 2000.
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historic destiny indelibly marked by the smallnes#s nations and by constant
threats from powerful empires, in particular thes8lan Empire and the German
Reich. This destiny is supposedly characterisetheyact that Central European
nations, trapped between the European East and Wwksubjected to the
pressures of their bigger neighbours, did not managstablish their own, long-
lasting states that would have enabled them toldpve an independent way. Due
to a lack of more resolute independent economicpatitical elites, certain
political tasks and those concerning effective fation of a “civil society” had to
be undertaken by intellectuals. Thus the spherailtdire in Central Europe
became the most important means of national salfsegion. In this sense, Central
Europe has been a distinctly transitional areackvisias and is hard to define
clearly and territorially3

These and similar views, although they had to db history, were — of
course — more oriented to the present and thedhan to the past. For Central
European intellectuals, opponents of the regioammmunist regimes, the question
of Central Europe in the 1970s and 1980s was albtee question of the future
of that part of Europe which had been erased flwrEuropean map by
Bolshevism and the division of Europe into bloc4 9454 This is why the
question had a strong political charge until theagichanges which at the end of
the 1980s abolished communist regimes and blocghberdhe search for the “lost
Central European identity” was — if viewed from Bpest, Prague, Krakow or
Ljubljana — an integral part of the resistanceh®ltipolar order of the European
continent created during and after World War lleToviet Union, by spreading
its influence and authority towards the West af@45, thus became in the eyes of
the Central European intellectuals one of the maurses of Central Europe’s
misery. Czech, Polish and Hungarian advocateseo€Ctntral European idea
resolutely rejected Bolshevik political and ideatzy concepts and strove for the
restoration of a “neutral” and “democratic” Europezntre which, by a return to
parliamentary democracy, respect for human righeedom of opinion and
ideological diversity, would develop into a comntyrof “free and independent
peoples,” as the Czech writer and later the presidaclav Havel put it.

13 Milan Kundera,The Tragedy of Central Europ&he New York Review of Books, April 26
1984.
14 Jacques Rupnilt,'autre Europe, Crise et fin du communisiRaris: Odile Jacob 1990, 19-42.
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In the years since the above-mentioned ideas foarailated the situation
in Central Europe has thoroughly changed. The @ortain fell, Bolshevism was
historically defeated, firmly sealed state borde¥same porous, and
communication channels, which had for decades beeaff, were revitalised. All
the same, the discussion about Central Europesarttl of the 1980s and the
beginning of the 1990s did not end; it only entesietew phase. Naturally, the
starting points and expectations varied considgral@pending on the situation in
particular states. While on the one hand, the adé€2entral Europe as a
democratic community of “free and independent” orati did encourage closer
links between those who since 1945 were prevemtgd maintaining meaningful
ties — for example Czechs and Austrians — on therdvand could not prevent
misunderstandings and conflicts arising among theke for decades had lived
together in peace — for example Czechs and Slama&erbs, Croats and
Slovenes.

An important result of the new co-operation in Eheopean Centre after
the collapse of communist regimes was in 1991 teaton of the Visegrad group
(named after the Hungarian town where it was fodhdeonceived originally as
an alliance of first three and -- after the breplotiCzechoslovakia in 1993 --
four Central European states (the Czech Republiogdry, Poland and Slovakia)
the Visegrad Group reflected the efforts of leadensork together in areas of
common interest. One of its most important achiex@siwas the creation of an
International Fund for Cooperation among Visegraantries and the
establishment of a framework for consultation rdgay European Union issues.
After 2004 by which time all four states had becamambers of the European
Union, the alliance lost some of its original im@orce and became less active, but
in recent years — confronted with huge economicsamigl problems in the
member countries the group revived its activiteegganding participation on
occasion to such non-member states as Sloveni€adia.

Subsequent to the collapse of Communism and ttesamn to EU
membership of former Communist states, discusdimuiaCentral Europe as a
distinct historical and cultural region of Europstl much of its actual political
meaning. The renowned British historian Eric Holglmeeven saw in the re-

emergence of the Central Europe debate in the 1@7Y@she 1980s a dangerous

1C



Electronic Journal of Central European Studiesapad, No.2 (November 2016)

“return to the idea of Mitteleuropa,” which in leginion belonged more to

politics than to geography and more to pragmattsan to reality"> However, one
cannot dismiss the question of historical root€ehtral European concepts as
merely a pipedream of overzealous Central Europpalogists and admirers of
the Habsburg monarchy. From a historical viewpitii#t clear, as pointed out by
none other than Hobsbawm himself, that there wasrmanly one, single Europe
and that there were in Europe through its wholehysareas or whole regions
with diverse dynamics of political, economic, sbeiad cultural chang®. One of
these areas has been also the so called Europeiae, @ther geographically
limited to the Habsburg territories (this meanstearporary Austria, the Czech
Republic, Hungary, Slovenia, Croatia, Slovakiatinem Italy, the Romanian parts
of Transylvania, south-eastern Poland and west&raikk) or in a broader sense,
including also the rest of Poland, Prussia, Lithaamd Germany’s southern
states. From a historical viewpoint as well itlisac that Central Europe was never
a supranational cultural entity. We have in thissgeto agree with the Serbian
writer Danilo KiS, who maintained that “the diffei@es between different national
cultures in Central Europe are more important thair similarities.’
Nevertheless there are at least four characteyigtet combine to provide a
persuasive definition of Central Europe as a distiagion. All four have had a
long-term impact on the development of Central paem societies.

1) As has been pointed out by historians, Centuabean countries
lagged behind those of Western Europe not onlieéir economic, social and
demographic development, but also in the slow eerarg of towns and middle
classes, which resulted in long-lasting politicadl degal domination by the
nobility, and -- until as late as thé1®entury -- the subordination of the peasantry.
Faster social and economic modernisation was aéate time hindered by -- in
comparison with Western and Eastern Europe --viiestk and later in the 19

century rigid and deformed state institutions, Whicere unable to enforce

15 Eric HobsbawmThe Return of Mitteleurop&uardian (London) 11, October 12 1991. Iver B.
NeumannUses of the Other, the East in European Identdyntation, MinneapolisUniversity of
MinnesotaPress 1999, 147-148.

16 Eric Hobsbawm,” The Curious History of Europe™, Eh HobsbawmQn History London:
Abacus, 1999, 293.

17 In English: Danilo Ki$. »Variations on the ThenfeGentral Europe, inCross Currents, A
Yearbook of Central European Culturenn Arbour: University of Michigan 1987, 1-14.
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efficient state integratiotf Thus Poland — as is well known — disappeared from
the European political map for 130 years becauseomtrast to the Russia of Peter
the Great and Catherine I, it was unable to fomefkective, centralized
government. Prussia needed more than one hundaesl gereforms to become
the nucleus of German unification, and the Habsuspo under Joseph II
already failed to unify the Monarchy either lingigally or administratively, had
to face a new setback in their centralizing ambgim the second half of the"19
century. To the two Habsburg failures to strengtiiencentral state power must
be added the opposition of the “old” non-Germanomat the Hungarians, Czechs
and Poles, whose resistance would have an impartunténce also on smaller
“non-historic” ethnic groups (such as the Slovdksats, Slovenes and
Ukrainians), encouraging them in thé™@entury to develop into politically
vigorous nations desiring to keep and to assent diinct identities.

2) The national and cultural diversity of Centralr&pe, particularly of its
central part, which belonged to the Habsburg Mdmgre/as thus the consequence
of the above-described developments. These develogirhowever, did not
prevent the emergence of similar or comparabldipalj cultural and educational
institutions. Whole generations of people of vasi@ientral European nations
were educated in similar or comparable schoolsuaninkrsities. Thus they formed
similar or at least comparable norms of socialdifel behaviour as well as similar
sets of national values and views, in which languagd culture had the central
position as vital constituent factors of natioraf-gffirmation and awareness.
This resulted in a widespread transnational netwtual influences and contacts
throughout various historical periods: from thdlbiof humanism through the
Renaissance, the Baroque, the Enlightenmeftc&ftury Romanticism all the
way to the “fin de siécle.”

3) The third important characteristic of CehEaropean development is
the structure of the middle classes, predominamtiyposed of people who
attained their social status through educatioris@nman, Bildungsburgerthum).

The liberally minded middle classes involved inihass and economic activities

18 Philip Longworth, »Central Europe: Selective Affies«, Times Literary Supplemen. 4 ,
September 1989.
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were in most of the Central European countries #se German Empité and

the Habsburg Monarchy, comparatively weak. Eductidsbcome employed in
the state or provincial administration, member€ehtral Europe’s middle classes
were therefore much more inclined to look for podit balance and compromise, a
characteristic that had a decisive influence orpthigical orientation of the
region’s governing elites. This inevitably affectieir political affiliations,
activities and values, which were mainly markedhmsjr ideological views and
much less by their social and economic interesisiaband political middle class
elites in most Central European countries were thogonservative and too weak
to create a firm democratic tradition and to pavefiicient path to modernity, a
fact that became all too apparent in th& 28ntury, when they first failed to
stand up more vigorously against Nazism and Gemmwaansion, and later, after
1945, when they did little to resist the commusgszure of power.

4) And last but not least, the fourth ch&astic, which American
historian Lonnie Johnson went so far as to putetdp of the list: Ever since
converting to Christianity, the great majority oéi@@ral Europeans have been
Catholics and as such both religiously and cultyi@dbsely connected to the
European West. Their links to Roman Catholicismtres an enormous influence
on their social and cultural development as wethasdevelopment of their
institutions. Thus, Central Europe, according tohie Johnson, never really
abandoned the European West as a primary pointlofral orientation, although
the formative impulses from Western Europe have lobanging through the
centuries?®

Let me conclude here with the following: Centrak@pe was and is in this
sense not only an idea or simply an ideologica¢imion, but was at least for the
past two hundred years also a historical realith\ts own dynamics of change
and its own path to modernity, both of which haeerbshared by most Central
European nations and countries. Cultural and natidiversity was only one of
the characteristics of the Central European plastother, much more negative and

fateful was aggressive nationalism, which had tragnsequences for the Jews of

1% Hans Ulrich WehlerWie »burgerlich war das deutsche Kaiserreich?, deisGeschichte
lernen? Minchen: Beck 1988, p. 194.

20 | onnie R. JohnsorGentral Europe, Enemies, Neighbors, Friendsw York — Oxford: Oxford
University Press 2002, 4, 3-12.
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Central Europe, particularly in the second halfhef 19" and 28' centuries for it
was the Jews who became the main victims of ndtexteemism and the
widespread anti-Semitism that came to be a commaiurfe of all Central
European countries. But in spite of the extremelgative historical experiences

of nationalist intolerance, anti-Semitism and pcdik authoritarianism, there is in
the Central European past also a positive herivafederalism, mutual
transnational influences as well as a sustainatktery toward multiculturalism
and multinational cooperation and coexistence. #iha when we are engaged in
the process of European integration, we shouldgmatre these positive aspects of
the Central European experience. On the contragyeed to take them ever more

seriously.
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