Frontiers and Limits of European Culture
European culture?
During the presentation of the Culture Report. Progress Europe in Brussels on 18 June 2007 the publishers - the Institut für Auslandbeziehungen and the Robert Bosch Stiftung - pointed out that the problem with European culture is not that there is not enough of it, but that it is never perceived as European. On the contrary culture is identified as Italian, French, German, and Hungarian... Hardly anyone would consider Alfred Hitchcock a 'European' film director, or Heinrich Böll a 'European' author.  At least, not in Europe and among the educated public: you can expect an American or the general public not to tell a German piece of art apart from a Polish one; intellectuals, however, especially European ones, are trained to identify distinguishing features.  Not 'seeing' (or pretending to see) the difference between a French and an Italian novel will alienate you from your intellectual friends. Paradoxically enough, there seems to exist a correlation between the discerning capacities of people and their European awareness, or, to be more precise, their open-mindedness about European culture. The general public, on the other hand, contents itself with what it can understand: things that fall within their own referential framework.  As long as it comes through their personal TV-set, is recommended by a friend or acquaintance, and, most importantly, is in their own language (translations or adaptations will do fine), people don't bother where their 'culture' comes from. Hence the success of global, mainly commercial formats, often referred to as 'low culture'. Anything that infringes the familiar setting is perceived as threatening. 

This analysis may seem politically incorrect, or lacking subtlety to say the least. Nevertheless it also covers quite well how people perceive ‘European culture': as something imposed from above or from the outside, unadapted to their personal setting and thus threatening. The more the idea of European culture, identity, multilingualism, etc. is brought to the forefront, the more it is seen as elitist and thus alien to the general taste. The European elites, especially European officials, are to blame for that themselves: the 'lack of emotions' for Europe
 is due to the exclusively political and economic goals the Union is trying to achieve, thereby wiping out local traditions and shaking the known world. Even worse: their insistence on European culture is hypocrite, as they want to 'preserve' and even foster something for which there is no place under the global economic rules they profess. At best it serves as a layer of varnish, an added value in the struggle with the US and Asia to become the most competitive economy in the world. Unless the EU reviews or even relinquishes its political and economical objectives (competition), every attempt to promote European culture is doomed to fail.
To add insult to injury the EU does not seem to know what it means by ‘European culture’. The Maastricht Treaty is rather vague about it: 

“Language, literature, performing arts, visual arts, architecture, crafts, the cinema and broadcasting are all part of Europe’s cultural diversity. Although belonging to a specific country or region, they represent part of Europe’s common cultural heritage. The aim of the European Union is double: to preserve and support this diversity and to help make it accessible to others.”

Faithful to its economic mission, the EU defines culture primarily as an ‘important sector’ qualifying for all kinds of funding.
  True to its mercantile vocation the EU wants to make “the greatest possible number of people” “aware of their shared history and values, to make them more aware of European culture and Europe's heritage, but at the same time to cultivate their awareness of local and regional cultures.”
 However, what these ‘shared history and values’ or ‘European culture and Europe’s heritage’ consist of, is unclear. Either the EU cannot or does not want to confine itself to an ‘essential’ definition of European culture, or has not been able as yet to find the common denominator of Italian, French, German, Hungarian... cultures.
The reluctance to come up with an essential definition of (European) culture is fair enough, given the philosophical and political implications of such a definition. It will be either too strict, excluding some member cultures from being ‘European’ (hence the stress on diversity), or too general, resulting in a vague and essentially empty definition that raises no emotions whatsoever. You only have to think of the controversy over naming Christianity as one of the cornerstones of European culture to see what I mean.

Is there a way out? From the practical point of view, probably not: as the current negotiations over the Reform Treaty indicate a radical review of Europe’s goals and policy is unlikely.  As there is no way back, we’ll have to manage with what we have and focus on advancements. Obviously, proclaiming that diversity and multiculturalism/multilingualism are essential to European cultural identity are not enough to free European emotions or to provoke European feelings. Therefore you should look at what makes identity work on the national level and draw some conclusions on the European level. 

Languages, Nations, States
The development of national identities has coincided with the creation of states. Wherever it was deemed necessary, authorities imposed a set of common rules on their subjects so as to improve their societal functioning and, not unimportant, to raise taxes on them. Both rules and taxes were generally inspired by the interests of the leading group and were communicated in their language. Language thus became an important factor in the administrative organization of a State.  Language was even standardized to better fit the organizational needs of that State. Through the related notion of Nation, language eventually it began to serve as a justification for the existence of the State itself. Language and State became two sides of the same coin, condemning those who did not speak the official language to a minority position, a national minority. As of the 19th century the direct link between Language, Nation and State inspired minority groups within multinational states to claim independence. Attempts to define a State on non-linguistic grounds (e.g. religion, race, territory, even ‘identity (sic)...) have all failed, as the tragic history of the 20th century in Europe shows: multi-ethnic, multinational states have fallen apart in ethnic and linguistic homogeneous ones (Austria-Hungary, Poland, Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia...), resulting in forced migration (after WWII) or ethnic cleansing (more recently). A remarkable side-effect of this evolution was that even populations that had shared the same language and state and hence the same nationality, now wanted to have their own language, with own dictionaries and grammars. Languages, and by extension nationalities that have been identified with them, have been so charged, that the European Union cannot morally identify with one language and has to hide all emotions behind neutral-sounding concepts such as multilingualism, diversity, multiculturalism. By stripping ‘European culture’ of its linguistic and emotional context, it is doomed to be an empty shell, a pastime for a tiny elite without roots in the people that make up the European Union.
Frontiers and limits of European culture and how to surpass them
What are the options then? 

Identifying with one language and promoting the matching culture/nation is definitely no option. Whether you would impose it as in the past - something that would be morally unjustifiable, or just let it happen (e.g. the spread of English as universal language) it will always alienate other cultures and thus sap European identity. An artificial language, such as Esperanto, or the current English-based Eurotalk lack the necessary cultural background to appeal. 

Another option would be to use all languages, as is currently the case in the European Parliament and the Council. It suggests respect for all cultures, but, unfortunately, does not create a common culture. 

A third option is the use of some languages, working languages as in the Commission, but on what grounds? On the number of people that speak them? On their ‘prestige’ or for some other historical reasons? You could justify the use of languages that are spoken in more than one country. English, French and German definitely fit the bill, but so does Dutch, which is currently not a working language. And as a result of the free circulation of EU citizens, more and more languages will meet these criteria.  

This leaves us with the necessity to cut the links between Language, Nation/Culture and State. You can either define a state by non-linguistic criteria, as befits the multi-ethnic entity the EU actually is. However, the EU is very reluctant to do so. For one, the creation of the EU was been a reply to the pity history of the 20th century, that had been dominated by nationalism and intolerance. As the EU is meant as an attempt to fend of war, it cannot possibly come up with a clear concept of what it really should or could stand for. The debates over Turkey becoming a member state, or the refusal to define European borders and take away the uncertainty of the Europeans, can serve as ample proof. Even worse: you could even get the impression that the EU is trying hard NOT to become a state. The decision not to vote a European Constitution clearly points in that direction. As a result, linguistic and cultural policy remains within the competence of the member states, preventing Europe from progressing in the cultural area.  
However, linguistic and by extension cultural policy does not have to be restricted to the national level. Cultures and languages that are used in different states often create cultural bonds between these states; moreover, these bonds result in common cultural institutions and even cultural systems. Let me get you the example of Flanders and the Netherlands: Dutch is the official language of both regions (and also of... Suriname, for that matter!) and has resulted in joint dictionaries and grammars. As in many other European regions, cultural, especially language-based literary policy (awards, translations, subventions) is defined trans-nationally, reflecting the existing literary marketplace with its publishing houses, prestige etc.   Complaints about the lacking respect of the authorities for culture is typical of the relationship between benefactors and beneficiaries, and does not negate the existence of such a trans-national sphere.
An further step is the creation of a common cultural space between different languages/cultures. Admittedly, this initially seems unnatural, forced, but in the long run can become an established fact. Arte is a typical example of this, although we have to admit that notwithstanding all its efforts, it is generally perceived as too elitist, a hallmark Arte is bearing with proud. 
A far less elitist, and therefore widely spread and often hardly perceived common space is the translation branch, which has developed itself as a parallel world to reality. As in virtual reality or Second Life, translation has strong roots in reality, but does not (entirely) behave according to the same rules that exist in reality. It is a system of its own, governed by its own rules. It is open to both elitist and common groups and subjects, and, what is more important, it is hardly hindered by language differences or (national) borders. It allows for connections, bonds, that previously did not exist in reality, but that processed in translation can be readily introduced into the real world. Translation has served as the passageway for cultural ideas at least since the Renaissance and as such has no ambition to impose one culture, language on someone else. However, if this does occur it rather indicates how (political) reality wants to use translation for its own purposes, how (political) reality wants to impose its own rules. 

Last but not least, it is obvious that translations are paramount and that they are not restricted to mere linguistic transpositions. On the contrary, it can even serve as a model for cultural relations as a whole, in which Europe, or even the global world is the limit.  The current Europalia exposition in Brussels on “The Grand Atelier. Pathways of Art in Europe” may serve as an example.
 Culture should not be perceived as something ‘essential’ that is defined by national borders
 but as some kind of ‘essence’ that flows from one place to another, adapts itself (or is adapted) to local needs and circumstances. Whether such adaptations are necessary or desirable, whether these adaptations are source or target oriented, or even belong to high or low culture, is beneath the question. These are issues in a debate on European cultural policy, but that do not belong to culture, which responds to dynamics of its own. 

Culture, ECC and UNeECC
Coming to the conclusion of my reasoning, largely based on explorations in systems theory
, I’m led to believe that European Capitals of Culture should not be perceived as expressions of European cultural policy or, for that matter, test-cases for public awareness or openness to (modern) art. These are all concerns for the ‘real world’ that reduce culture, arts, literature etc. to mere artefacts of the real world. If ever there are borders to culture, it will be those that delimit culture and non-culture. Culture should be allowed to exist in its own right. Culture should be perceived as a permanent parallel, translational world, governed by its own rules. Last but not least, it should be studied as such – and this is precisely where UNeECC has to play its role: not just by subscribing to the mere idea of ECCs as part of European (real-world) policy, but as an object of study in its own right. 

Dr Wim Coudenys

Lessius University College Antwerpen
www.lessius.eu
wim.coudenys@lessius.eu 

(October 2007)
� HAMM I., "Europe Needs Emotions", - Culture Report. Progress Europe, [Stuttgart], 2007, 4.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.europa.eu/pol/cult/overview_en.htm" ��http://www.europa.eu/pol/cult/overview_en.htm� (viewed 5 October 2007)


� ibid.


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/publications/booklets/move/31/index_en.htm" ��http://ec.europa.eu/publications/booklets/move/31/index_en.htm� (viewed 5 October 2007) 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.europalia.be" ��www.europalia.be�


� Cf. also H. Taine’s concept of ‘Race, Milieu, Moment’, which coincided with the raise of nationalism in the 19th century.


� Especially I. Even-Zohar’s polysystem studies (� HYPERLINK "http://www.tau.ac.il/~itamarez/works/books/ez-pss1990-toc.pdf#search=%22even-zohar%20hebrew%20russian%22" ��http://www.tau.ac.il/~itamarez/works/books/ez-pss1990-toc.pdf#search=%22even-zohar%20hebrew%20russian%22�). For systems theory and its historical applications, see  S.J. Schrmidt, , Die Selbstorganisation des Sozialsystems Literatur im 18. Jahrhundert, Frankfurt a. M., 1989; P. Bourdieu, Les Règles de l'art. Genèse et structure du champ littéraire, Paris, 1992.





