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Flashpoints: The Emerging Crisis in Europe  George Friedman (2015) 
  

[Friedman provides the clearest picture I have seen 
of the puzzle that is European economics and politics.] Since 
1945 Europeans have tried to achieve a collective amnesia, 
but memory is reemerging in the borderlands--the Balkans 
and the Caucasus--each hardened by history and conflict, 
never forgetting, rarely forgiving. All post-Soviet, post-EU 
wars occurred here where Christianity and Islam mixed in 
the first harbingers of a resurrected issue—Islam within Eu-
rope.   

The Balkans are a fragmented region caught be-
tween 3 great powers: Turkey, Russia, and the Germanic 
countries. You can probe as deeply as you like for the reason 
behind the hatreds, but in the end, each loved his own and 
that is who he was. The engine of conflict—a nationalism 
that challenges the legitimacy of multinational institutions--is 
stirring.] 

  
Between 1914 and 1945 roughly 100 million Euro-

peans died from political causes: war, genocide, purges, and 
planned starvation. This was particularly striking in Europe, 
which had, over the course of the previous 400 years, collec-
tively conquered most of the world and reshaped the way hu-
manity thought of itself. The conquest of the world was ac-
companied by the transformation of everyday life. But no 
one expected 1914 to be the preface to hell. In the next 31 
years Europe tore itself apart.  

Europe’s geography makes unity difficult. No other 
continent is as small and fragmented. Its geography means it 
can’t be united through conquest and that small nations sur-
vive for a very long time. The map of Europe in 1000 is sim-
ilar to 2000. Nations exist next to other nations for a long 
time, with long memories that make trust and forgiveness 
impossible. Europe is divided into borderlands, where na-
tions, religions, and cultures meet and mix. The most im-
portant borderland divides the European peninsula from the 
European mainland, the West from Russia. It is a vast area 
that encompasses entire countries like Ukraine, Belarus, and 
Lithuania. The institution created to ban their nightmares 
was the European Union and the most important question is 
whether conflict and war have actually been banished or 
whether this is merely an interlude, a seductive illusion.  

Europe is the single most prosperous region in the 
world. My family left Europe because my parents were con-
vinced that there was a deep corruption in the European soul 
that could be hidden for a while but would always show it-
self eventually. As an American, I lived in a world where all 
things flow from decisions. As a European I lived in a world 
where decisions mean nothing when the avalanche of history 
overwhelms you.  

Has Europe really changed? The tyrants of the 20th 
century did not really expect to change anything. Their ac-
tion was pure anger at the world they were born to and con-
tempt for those leading ordinary lives. They saw evil in these 
people and appointed themselves the avengers. Geopolitics 
argues that people do what they must, always in the brutal 
grip of reality, and that the direction in which nations go can 
be partly predicted by the reality in which they find them-
selves. There was a sense of European exceptionalism, the 
idea that they have solved the problems of peace and pros-
perity that the rest of the world has not.   

Almost every Jew who survived the Nazi invasion 
of Hungary had an extraordinary tale to tell. In 1959 Israel 
need 2 things: weapons and Jews. Stalin had both. The ques-
tion was how to get them to Israel: Stalin decided to allow 
Czechoslovakia to sell weapons to Israel from 1947 to 1949 
through the pipeline to Italian ports via Austria. Fortunately, 
in this region smuggling was an industry dating back to the 
Romans. 

The US had 2 neighbors, Canada and Mexico, both 
of whom were weak. My father wanted to live in a strong 
country with weak neighbors, and if possible, no Nazis, com-
munists, or anyone else who believed in anything deeply 
enough to want to kill him and his family over it. In his expe-
rience there was nothing other than victim or victimizer, and 
it was definitely better to be the victimizer rather than the 
victim. 

After WWII the US planned to recruit refugees to 
return to the countries they had left and foment risings, or at 
least serve US counterintelligence services blocking Soviet 
operations in the West. Meanwhile the Soviets were sending 
their own operatives across as refugees, dangling them in the 
hope they would be recruited. You could identify them by 
the fact that they left without their families, who were at 
home serving as hostages. All the American-controlled 
agents who went east were captured, tortured, and talked. 
While the Soviets obtained cooperation by keeping families 
as hostages, the Americans offered citizenship papers and 
green cards. My father emerged from Europe with the ele-
mental knowledge that life is precious and that the greatest 
enemy is men who would deprive you of it. For him the 
world was simple. Europe was a place filled with wolves and 
people they preyed on. America was filled with people who 
were not afraid. He never returned to Hungary. 

In the late 15th century Sarges, Portugal was a place 
where Europe ends and where the Europeans finally ban-
ished the old demons of Rome. Prince Henry of Portugal, the 
son of King John I, built a school for the navigators who 
probed the Atlantic for decades. His students included Vasco 
da Gama, Magellan, and Columbus. At this place the con-
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quest of the world by Europe began as Portugal spent its na-
tional treasure probing the Atlantic, searching for wealth in 
the unknown. Portuguese exploration was a vast national en-
terprise, similar to NASA in its heroic days. Henry had ac-
cess to the very rich Order of Christ, the Portuguese succes-
sor to the Knights Templar. Building ships was expensive 
and losing them more so. It took a man with Henry’s meticu-
lous nature to command such wealth without squandering it. 

The idea of a common humanity could not exist in 
a world where no one was fully aware that there were other 
civilizations. Even the smallest cultures were brought under 
European control or influence, made part of this humanity, 
and denied the right to think of themselves as unique and 
alone This discovery of a single humanity was to become a 
revolutionary force under the Europeans. It was also to be-
come a bloody one. No one is certain how many died 
through the direct impact of European imperialism from mil-
itary action, starvation, disease, and other causes. Some ex-
perts estimate 100 million dead over the course of 4 centuries 
of empire building. 

Christianity dominated Europe; Islam dominated a 
far larger region ranging from Morocco to Mindanao, from 
Central Asia to Zanzibar, one of the most widespread civili-
zations in human history. Many Muslim societies developed 
merchant fleets and warships, but they didn’t need to develop 
deep water navies. It was possible to travel from one end of 
maritime Islam to the other using coastal vessels. The Mus-
lims did not feel economic pressure to take the risks that Por-
tugal needed to take as they controlled a vast space by using 
smaller ships more efficiently and developing effective land 
routes. Christianity dominated the northern shore of the 
Mediterranean, Islam the southern one.  

Pepper was the most significant imported spice, as 
it was both a food preservative and was believed to prevent 
disease in a time when the Black Plague stalked Europe. Its 
price was staggering, comparable to that of gold. The Silk 
Road was and still is a vibrant route, now filled more with 
pipelines and oil than silk. Spices not only shaped trade, they 
created cities that lasted for millennia. The Ottomans had al-
ready interfered with the spice trade before their victory. 
Once they controlled Constantinople they squeezed the Euro-
peans by first blocking and then imposing extremely high 
tariffs on goods transiting the Silk Road. 

By the mid-15th century the Ottomans found their 
most significant ally to be Christian Venice. Together the Ot-
tomans and Venetians drove the price of spices higher and 
higher. With the Silk Road unusable, Europe’s land trading 
system with Asia was broken and with the Mediterranean 
closed to it, so were its sea lanes. The growing power of the 
Muslims and the rising price of spices were 2 of the forces 
driving Henry, for whom the pursuit of wealth and the defeat 
of the Muslims went hand in hand. 

Once Spain had united and expelled the final Mus-
lims from Granada, it was a more powerful country on land 
than Portugal, but less powerful at sea. Portugal was moti-
vated by a combination of reasons—containing Spain, reach-
ing India, finding gold, spreading the word of Christ and 
seizing islands in the Atlantic. This complexity of motives 
remained a hallmark of European imperialism.  

Columbus proposed his route first to the Portu-
guese, but they rejected it. The southern route was more 
promising and, in addition, they controlled it. Columbus 
stumbled onto something totally new—an unknown part of 
humanity, which revolutionized European thinking. The con-
quistadors projected a sense of inevitability to the Aztec elite 
because their power was incomprehensible. Only the gods 
possess incomprehensible power, and the Aztecs felt as if en-
raged Gods had fallen upon them. The Mayans still feared a 
future with the Aztecs in power and they joined the Span-
iards. Thousands from other tribes, including tribes already 
subject to Montezuma joined them as well. Montezuma 
didn’t want to wage war because it was far from clear that all 
his own forces were loyal to him. He tried diplomacy, be-
cause his power base was fragmented and partly hostile. 500 
men did not conquer the Aztecs. 500 men and thousands of 
Aztec enemies did. Pizarro exploited similar strategies to de-
feat the Incan rulers of Peru 

The prospects of defeating the Aztec and Inca em-
pires must have appeared hopeless. The conquistadors were 
Catholics and believed they were acting as the worldly sword 
of the Church. The likelihood of their survival was so small 
it would have required a miracle. Belief in a miraculous God 
is the only psychological explanation for the risks they took.  

The Spaniard’s mistake was that they took too 
much back home and left too little on which to build a soci-
ety in the New World. The English, would reverse this, creat-
ing little New Englands in North America. Ultimately the 
ability of Europeans to conquer the world--but their inability 
to conquer themselves would prove part of their fatal flaw. 
The Portuguese and the Spaniards began the conquest of the 
world for a host of reasons. One was technological. They 
were able to construct ships large enough to sail on the high 
seas, carrying supplies that would last for months and guns 
with which to stun their enemies. But the real reason that 
they undertook the journey was that they needed to. In 1492 
the first global power appeared. In 1992 the last European 
global power collapsed. This 500 years is about the European 
obsession with the world and its hunger to own it. The frag-
mentation of the European mind would in due course reflect 
the fragmentation of Europe’s geography. In the Treaty of 
Tordesillas of 1494, Pope Alexander VI divided the world 
between Spain and Portugal to prevent war between the 2 
great Catholic powers.  
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The opening of the door to the intellectual swash-
buckler and disruption of the European intellectual order be-
gan with 3 intellectual blows to European self-certainty, all 
between 1492 and 1543. There were 3 certainties in the pop-
ular culture: the world was the center of the universe; Eu-
rope was the center of the world; and the Church was the 
center of Europe. Then they discovered the world was far 
larger, less centered, and more diverse than they had be-
lieved. Luther’s ultimate argument was that the Bishop of 
Rome did not have a unique relation to God and that each 
person could approach God on his own without the interces-
sion of the priest. Rome was now challenged inside the Euro-
pean peninsula. Just as Europe lost is psychological primacy 
in the world, Catholicism lost its primacy in those parts of 
the Europe it had dominated. Copernicus’s insight led to a 
sense of human insignificance that challenged the teachings 
of many religions, but none more so than a religion whose 
beliefs held that God gave his only son to man. This was an 
argument for the individual’s right and authority to study the 
Bible and interpret it as his conscience dictated. It elevated 
the individual Christian to the center of Christianity and de-
moted Rome, changing the spiritual landscape of Europe. All 
this took place in the context of a technical revolution. The 
printing press was invented before 1440 and by 1500 the Bi-
ble was available for all to read in the native languages of 
their birth. The Church on the European peninsula did not 
merely schism, it began to fragment along increasingly na-
tional lines. The public could for the first time participate di-
rectly in the life of the mind as ordinary languages of Europe 
were legitimized. Language also bound people together in a 
community broader than their village, became the foundation 
of the nation, and an additional factor in creating European 
flashpoints. 

The Germans became a political engine in their 
own right. Lutheranism was the foundation of this movement 
and integral to emerging German nationalism. Protestantism 
was the beginning of the popular nationalisms that would 
lead to Europe’s crowded geography. Each nation was based 
on language and each language was equal in God’s eye. Ger-
mans began the rebellion against Rome and reasserted their 
independence. Where the Catholic Church bound believers 
into a single fabric of faith and action, Protestantism opened 
the door to skepticism and caution about all claims of author-
ity. It provided the theological underpinnings to another 
emerging intellectual movement—the scientific revolution.  

In the physical world all ideas were subject to chal-
lenge and doubt. The enemy of science is superstition, be-
liefs based on authority rather than evidence. Bacon elevated 
human reason to the center of the universe and opened the 
door to the destruction of the certainty of Europe. When we 
look at Sarges, we see where Europe’s conquest of the world 
began. When we look at Bacon, we see where Europe’s con-
quest of nature began. The Enlightenment arose from the 3 

shocks, and it swept the Western European peninsula from 
the mid-17th century to the end of the 18th. If reason was the 
razor that sliced through everything, then the best people 
were those who reasoned best.  

For the Enlightenment, birth was an accident, and 
the greatest injustice was allowing accidents of birth to deter-
mine someone’s fate. For the Enlightenment, the only aris-
tocracy was that of talent, and talent was based on the ability 
to reason and those men who had reason should rule. If Gali-
leo had the right to think as he pleased, then everyone did. It 
opened the door to the superiority of the most persuasive, not 
the most rational. Government had to be republican in repre-
sentation and democratic in choice. The right to self-govern-
ment was fundamental. But equally confusing was the ques-
tion of what constituted the geography to be governed. The 
nation provided a human with the things that are most hu-
man—language and a past that stretched back before his 
birth. The first loves of humans are the things they are born 
to—parents, language, religion, and village—and unlike ro-
mantic love, which is chosen, these are the simplest and most 
powerful loves. 

Enlightenment reduced humans to their physical 
nature and appetites. Men had to be seduced to return to their 
community and history—had to be told tales that were en-
chanting to save them from themselves and the banality of 
their lives. They needed fairy tales, something to explain to 
their souls who they were. The fascists created a fairy tale 
about the nation, similar to the rational Enlightenment in that 
both created ideologies, but these ideologies were wildly dif-
ferent in their roots and consequences. The 3 shocks to Euro-
pean culture—Copernicus, Columbus, and Luther—ulti-
mately shattered the European order, freeing Europe and then 
mankind and creating a single global culture. The greatest 
change was placing man at the center of the universe. By ele-
vating reason to the center of life, it elevated man, who em-
bodied reason, and the science and technologies that flowed 
from reason. But in placing men at the center of the universe 
it created a fantasy. European man had become so unnatural 
and fragmented that his moral compass was broken.  

The principle of nationhood and the right to na-
tional self-determination celebrated by the Enlightenment 
evolved into rage at the stranger. Some argued that war in 
Europe had become impossible due to the intense level of in-
terdependence between countries in investments and trade. 
They postulated that a war would devastate Europe simply 
because of the economic disruption it would cause. There-
fore, war was impossible. Then, as now, it was all about 
making money and the belief that if you were allowed to 
make money, there would be no war. Clever, but wrong. In-
terdependence can create security—or insecurity and war. 
Germany started the war out of fear that others would initiate 
it.   
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Mass production made modern warfare possible. 
The nation became more than a language. It became a moral 
bond and a universal administrative system. The moral bond 
was derived from many concepts that emerged from the En-
lightenment, from the social contract to the romance of lan-
guage, personified in the mass army. Men were prepared to 
die, and continued to die, because the nation had been ele-
vated to a transcendent moral principle, and with it the army 
and duty, pride, and honor. The quantity of deaths changed 
the quality of death. The taboo against mass murder was bro-
ken by its ordinariness. One thing all sides had in common: 
the soldiers all felt first relieved by war and then betrayed. 
The end of WWI represented the triumph of national self-de-
termination. Some nations that had been submerged into em-
pires passed into nationhood. Others such as Estonia or Ro-
mania had to struggle with what that meant. The chaos was 
not nearly as violent as the war, but it was more dangerous. 
Europe was seething, exhausted, resentful, and lost.  

Marxist philosophy was the summation of the En-
lightenment, which invented ideology. Ideologies led to rev-
olution. The Enlightenment’s love of systematic thought led 
to a love of systematic politics, which led to the desire to im-
pose systems on the world. From the French and American 
Revolutions onward, the idea of revolution as a moral imper-
ative gripped Europe. Lenin embodied the intellectual who 
moved into the vacuum left by the war and sought the power 
to change the world. Love of humanity required cruelty to in-
dividuals. As Lenin put it, you can’t make omelet without 
breaking eggs. What happened in WWI made unlimited 
slaughter something real and beyond theory. Then Stalin sys-
tematically eliminated the intellectuals once Lenin died. The 
Germans, who had perhaps reached the highest intellectual, 
social, and economic level of development on the European 
peninsula, also entered the nightmare. Men were traumatized 
by what they went through and yet also frequently missed it. 
Particularly in their memories, the war and the military were 
a place of friendship, belonging, discipline, and order.  

Hitler was an intellectual not in an academic sense 
but in the sense that he lived within his mind, a self-taught 
man with idiosyncratic observations of the world.  He be-
lieved that to resurrect Germany he had to resurrect pride. He 
redefined the foundation of the nation, from culture to blood, 
from real history to total myth. History became a work of art, 
artificially crafted, untrue in many ways, yet having a truth 
that resonated with the German spirit. Blood, race, and myth 
filled the space left by collapsed institutions. Hitler charged 
the Jews with being responsible for both capitalism and com-
munism; he saw both as flowing from the same source, the 
Enlightenment. This was a seductive work of art that was 
judged not by its logic but by the way it resonated. Hitler had 
created the basis for the idea that Germans were inherently 
superior, even if they were victims, and that Jews were sub-
human even if they had triumphed.  

Ideologies could be governed by common sense—
consider the US. But a class of ideology that had no limits 
emerged in Germany and the Soviet Union. The First WW 
was essentially European. The second WW was truly global, 
with the Pacific as well as the Atlantic basin involved. But 
most important, the war was more intense. When the manned 
bomber was introduced, it ended the distinction that Europe 
had made between civilian and soldier. First, the civilian was 
engaged in war by working in factories. Second, bombers 
were extraordinarily inaccurate.  

Hitler did not want the support of the inferior Slav, 
so convinced was he that the defeat of the Soviet Union was 
readily at hand. So instead he brutalized them. He was gen-
tler with the French and the Nordic occupation, but that too 
fit with his ideology. He believed that the Jews had started a 
war and that to put an end to their wickedness, he had to 
eliminate their threat. It took a myth for Germans to want to 
kill. It took industry to make it possible to kill millions. If in-
dustry was the foundation of war, and industries were in cit-
ies where there were workers, then destroying cities made 
sense, and the invention of an atomic bomb that could effi-
ciently destroy cities was logical and necessary.  

Ironically, after WWII, Germany, the center of 
power had become powerless. One of the extraordinary 
things about WWII in Europe is how suddenly it all ended 
when Hitler died. The romance of the British Empire died as 
well. The Americans not only had the power the British had 
lost. They also had the swagger, the worst part of which was 
that they didn’t know they were swaggering.  The smugness 
of 1923 led directly to the despair of 1945. Soviet soldiers 
were overwhelmed by the wealth of their captives. For many 
Europeans the wealth of the American soldier was a sign of 
how little Americans had suffered. American culture focused 
on the technical and American boys would tinker with a car, 
whereas a well-born European boy might study the classics. 
Unlike the Germans, neither the Soviets nor the Americans 
tried to rule occupied countries directly, but permitted them 
to formally retain their sovereignty. For the Soviets, there 
was much pretense but little expectation that the pretense 
would be believed.  

The border between American and Soviet power in 
Europe became the new flashpoint, and this one had a poten-
tial nuclear ignition. One of the things that broke European 
power was that the effort of total mobilization for war had 
broken the Europeans economically and emotionally. The 
Europeans, with their empires, were now operating on a 
global scale in a world filled with other powers of vaster size 
and organization. The Lend-Lease program included lending 
the British destroyers with which to protect the North Atlan-
tic lanes against German U-boats. Under the lease portion, 
the British leased all their naval bases in the western Hemi-
sphere to the US, except in Nova Scotia. In effect, this meant 
turning over their empire in the Caribbean to the Americans.  
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After 1945 unrest emerged in much of the Euro-
pean imperium. India had been agitating for independence 
for years. Indochina resisted returning to French rule after 
Japanese occupation. In the East Indies, agitation broke out 
against the Dutch. In Southeast Asia there was resistance to 
returning to European rule after the Europeans had been de-
feated by the Japanese. Although the Cold War froze Europe 
in place, conflict began to swirl in what became known as 
the third world. From the 1950s to the 1980s there were con-
stant struggles in the third world between the US and Soviet 
Union over who would become the heir to the European em-
pire. No European power could be considered a global 
power.   

As the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, the Europe-
ans recovered their pride, a pride based on the lessons they 
believed they had learned from the 31 years of destruction: 
that the benefits of power were not worth the price. It was 
now possible to do the thing that had been previously impos-
sible: integrate Europe into a single entity and abolish Euro-
pean wars permanently. The European Union intended to 
achieve what the Romans, Charlemagne, Napoleon, and Hit-
ler had all failed to do: create a united Europe. Europe had 
abandoned its dreams of radical solutions through war. In an-
other sense it became more radical, dreaming of the same so-
lution without war: the integration of Europe.  

Over the years, American generosity for charitable 
reasons turned into strategy. Western Europe’s economic 
condition was a matter of national security. The Marshall 
Plan formalized and vastly expanded what the US had been 
doing and was the true beginning of European unification. 
Free trade and collaborative policies required some sort of 
common interest if not a common identity. 

Britain was one of the victors in WWII, which in 
the minds of the British allowed them to continue as they 
were. They did not accept that their empire was gone or that 
basic British strategy had become irrelevant. Americans 
viewed Franco-German hostility as a problem to be solved. 
However much the French loathed the Germans, France and 
West Germany’s interests aligned. France was the leading 
power in Europe and was better off leading the process than 
reluctantly following. It defined the future model for Eu-
rope—an integrated Europe in which the leading powers 
used Europe for their own ends. The Germans were forgiven 
under the concept of no collective guilt, the principle that 
Germany was a whole could not be held responsible for the 
crimes of the Nazis, but that individuals who had committed 
the crimes could be.  

De Gaulle, as the new head of France, wanted to re-
capture full sovereignty for Europe—with France at its head. 
He didn’t want Europe occupied by the Americans. There-
fore, he asked all NATO forces to leave French soil in 1958. 
Britain’s exclusion allowed France more room for maneuver. 

Binding German and France together forced the rest of West-
ern Europe to align with this core group. It was in Gaullism 
that the most ambitious and genuinely European vision of in-
tegration originated. The Maastricht Treaty bound together 6 
countries—France, German, the Netherlands, Belgium, Lux-
embourg, and Italy in a European Community (EC). The 
treaty also had an ambitious line: an ever closer union be-
tween the peoples of Europe. The EC slowly expanded until 
in 19991 it consisted of 12 countries, having added Spain, 
Portugal, and Greece. Over time the plans increased in ambi-
tion.  

 With Maastricht, Belgium symbolized the found-
ing of the European Union (EU) at its geographical heart. It 
sought to render national identity as an ethnic distinction 
within a common European culture, a similar moral intention 
to the American Civil War. The difference between Ameri-
can states had to do not with things that are difficult to 
change, like language or culture, but with issues that could 
be decided by war, such as the abolition of slavery and the 
structure of the economy. The EU would have a system of 
decision making that required unanimity in some cases but a 
majority in others, and was not a fixed but a deliberately 
evolving system. The inability to craft a system that pre-
served sovereignty while guaranteeing unity required a solu-
tion so complex that its management was difficult to compre-
hend, and thereby it could be managed by mere managers. 
The Maastricht Treaty created one element that was a chal-
lenge to sovereignty: the euro.        

It is difficult to understand the reasons why the EU 
expanded the euro to the south and east, and why the coun-
tries there accepted it. This can only be explained in terms of 
reckless optimism and the European dream. The European 
Central Bank (ECB) inevitably created monetary policies 
that were optimal for Germany and less so for Greece. Multi-
ply this by all the variations in Europe, and the core problem 
begins to emerge. After WWII Europe boiled down all its 
dreams to safety and wealth. It was vital to the European pro-
ject that fate bind the nations together rather than separate 
them. America forged a nation out of diverse people by or-
ganizing them around a transcendent set of principles. For 
the most part, every language now had its own nation. From 
its founding until 2008, the EU flourished. Then Russia went 
to war with Georgia and the Lehman Brothers went bank-
rupt. The first event ended the illusion that war between na-
tions was impossible in Europe. The second event, the 2008 
financial crisis, undermined the European economic system, 
ultimately breaking the fine balance between union and sov-
ereignty. The conflict in Ukraine in 2014 and the slow eco-
nomic growth of Europe are intimately bound up with these 
events and define our generation. 

Most of the countries of Eastern Europe wanted to 
join the EU because they believed that this would guarantee 
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their security, prosperity, and a liberal polity based in Euro-
pean values. Of course they also wanted to retain their new-
found sovereignty. The desire to expand and the desire to 
join were driven by the same assumption: prosperity meant 
peace and the EU guaranteed prosperity. The American pres-
ence was disruptive, dividing NATO between those collabo-
rating with the US’s global interests and those refusing to do 
so. The EU looked remarkably like NATO, except for Tur-
key, which was a member of NATO but not of the EU. 

Putin came to power because he represented one of 
the few functioning institutions in Russia—the secret police. 
Ukraine’s Orange Revolution transformed Russia’s view of 
the US and Europe. While the US was bogged down in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, and the Europeans were militarily weak, 
they invaded Georgia.  

The financial crisis began when a completely safe 
investment turned out to be incredibly risky. The municipal 
bonds risk of default in the 1970s, the savings and loan crisis 
of the 1980s, and the 2008 financial crisis were each handled 
by the federal government in the same way. It printed money 
and refinanced the system--and it worked. The Fed could ad-
dress the financial problem, while a political solution could 
be aligned with it. The Europeans had their own financial cri-
sis, but they didn’t have a road map. This is where the con-
tradiction of the EU was revealed. Nations retained ultimate 
authority; the EU controlled the central bank. The nations’ 
unwillingness to abandon sovereignty meant that no one 
could speak for all of Europe.  

If its customers can’t or won’t buy, German faces 
economic crisis. Unless markets are free from tariffs, Ger-
man can’t maintain its domestic economy. France and south-
ern Europe had entered the EU with the expectation that 
membership would raise their living standards to the level of 
northern Europe. The crisis divided Europe dramatically and 
broke their unity. The promise of prosperity was shattered 
and any notion of shared fates was gone.  

When the middle classes fall into the ranks of the 
unemployed poor in an inexplicable manner from which 
there would appear no chance to recover--that is where polit-
ical instability begins. The need to explain what happened to 
him, in a world that is incomprehensible, caused him to in-
vent explanations or to be open to those who claim to know 
how to remedy the situation. That which can be understood 
is seized on even if it is preposterous. Unemployed youth are 
dangerous. Combined with a shattered, older middle class, 
you have both the gravitas and energy needed to threaten the 
status quo.  

There are 4 regions in Europe: German-Austria, 
Northern Europe, Southern Europe, and Eastern Europe. 
Each has different interests and within each bloc there are 
frictions between nations. The crisis revived distrust and 
dread. Germany has reemerged as the leading and resented 

power on the peninsula, and Russia is drawing the mainland 
back together again.  

Historical memory in Europe lives outside time. 
While things that happened long ago are more real than 
things that are here now, Americans are obsessed with the fu-
ture.   Since 1945 Europeans have tried to achieve a collec-
tive amnesia. It worked for a while, but memory is reemerg-
ing. The place you see this most clearly is in the borderlands. 
It takes a long time for a borderland to disappear. This is the 
underlying problem of the EU. You can try to forget it’s 
there. You can forgive; you can pretend to forget, but the 
memory, fear, and malice never quite go away. And when 
things get tough, as they do everywhere at some time, the 
memories emerge, along with the fear and malice.  

It is ironic, therefore, that the creation of the EU co-
incided with the start of major European wars in the both the 
Balkans and Caucasus. Since the EU was created, there have 
been more wars in Europe than between 1945 and 1992. The 
Balkans and the Caucasus are borderlands, and within these 
borderlands more borderlands are nested like Russian 
matrushka dolls, one inside the other. Each is smaller than 
the last, and they continually surprise you when one more 
borderland, ever smaller, appears. Finally, you are left with 
tiny villages divided into factions of families or parts of fam-
ilies, each hardened by history and conflict, never forgetting, 
rarely forgiving. All post-Soviet post-Maastricht wars oc-
curred in the borderlands of Europe where Christianity and 
Islam mixed, the first harbingers of a resurrected issue—Is-
lam within Europe.   

The Balkans are a fragmented region caught be-
tween 3 great powers: Turkey, Russia, and the Germanic 
countries. Before WWI Turkey ruled with the Ottomans; a 
Serbian king controlled it until the Germans invaded. After 
WWI the pressure of another dictatorship under communist 
Russia held it in check. When the Soviet Union’s power in 
Eastern Europe collapsed in 1989, it released a force field 
that had frozen Yugoslavia in position. The collapse of com-
munism took all moral authority from the regime and the 
Balkans exploded. You can probe as deeply as you like for 
the reason behind the hatreds, but in the end, each loved his 
own and that is who he was. The war devolved into endless 
multilateral battles and maneuvers so complicated that even 
the chess that the Yugoslavs all play couldn’t begin to teach 
you how to cope with it. More than anything, it was the ex-
haustion of all sides that ended the war. The term war torn is 
widely used for places, but it is best applied to people. For 
them, events 500 years before, or in 1995, are as if they had 
happened yesterday. In this place matters of war and peace 
don’t depend on money.  

It is easy to regard the political passions of others 
as irrational and misguided. We fully understand our own 
loves and hates, so we take them seriously, but regard those 
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of others as frivolous, and even pathological. Failure to un-
derstand the passions of others can lead to grave political er-
ror. The Balkans are where WWI began and the High Cauca-
sus is where Russia is currently fighting a counterinsurgency 
against Islamists.  

If it is the structure of the EU that pacifies Europe, 
and the structure slips or fails, what will restrain Europe? If it 
is true that the integration of Europe that has abolished con-
flict, and that without the EU conflict will return as it did in 
the Balkans and Caucasus, then Europe’s future is very dif-
ferent from what most are expecting.  

The unification of Germany led to the 31 years. Go-
ing back to the beginning of Europe, the presence of the Ger-
manic tribes east of the Rhine River defined the limits of the 
Roman Empire. In 1871 unification and defeat of France in 
war redefined Europe. In 1918, having been defeated in 
WWI, Germany began the process of reemergence that cul-
minated in Nazi Germany. In 1945 it began reemerging 
again, culminating in the reunification of East and West Ger-
many in 1990.  

For both Germany and Japan, industrialism, unifi-
cation and military power were intertwined. After WWII 
both Germany and Japan developed antimilitaristic ideolo-
gies, but developed rapidly economically and were vital to 
the US during the Cold War. Foreign aid and access to the 
American market allowed them to protect their own markets 
with tariffs and gave them the energy to begin recovery.  

Events are constantly forcing Germany out of its 
self-imposed cocoon. German intentions are to have an eco-
nomic policy without political and military consequences. 
Europe is in an economic crisis. Germany is the wealthiest 
country in Europe and benefits the most from Europe. But its 
public doesn’t want to pay for what they see as Greek indo-
lence and corruption. Thus an old narrative is reemerging. It 
is the argument that the northern Europeans, and Germany in 
particular, are culturally superior to southern Europeans. 
German policy and public opinion agree on this. Where this 
becomes complex is when a purely economic discipline no 
longer works. The southern Europeans will resist the disci-
pline, and they have the power of all debtors—default. The 
most dangerous thing in the world is to be rich and weak. 
Wealth without strength is an invitation to disaster.   

 Capital may have no country, but the lower classes 
not only have countries, but cling to them. Germany will 
have a choice of accepting escalating attacks on its interest or 
using its vast resources to transform wealth into power. In-
creasing its strength in all dimensions will become more 
bearable than the alternatives. Germany will therefore be-
come a full-fledged power, first flexing its political muscles 
and in time its military ones as pressures develop. The truth 
is that no nation is fully sovereign without weapons, and 
whatever Germany’s memories and nightmares, the idea of 
perpetual peace is a dream. German has to make 2 decisions, 

as it has always had. The first is what to do with France and 
second what to do with Russia.   

Linguistically, religiously, and ethnically Russia is 
much more homogeneous than the peninsula. Where the pen-
insula has diversity that cannot be overcome, Russia has ho-
mogeneity that cannot be destroyed. There are borderlands in 
time as well as space. Smuggling is a way of life in the bor-
derland. Moldova reflects tension between what the border-
land is and what Romania intends to become. The EU took 
advantage of Russia’s retreat. The issue is whether the EU is 
a great power or an optical illusion. The word Ukraine means 
on the edge. After the Kosovo cease-fire, which the Russians 
helped arrange, they expected to participate in peacekeeping. 
But this didn’t happen. The Russians felt that the West was 
treating them with contempt, though it was merely indiffer-
ence. Privatization in Russia meant converting public assets 
into private property. In a country without laws, the property 
went to the strongest, and in the Soviet Union the best, the 
brightest, and the strongest were in the security apparatus. 
Putin is a man trained not only in the permanence of geopo-
litical realities, but also in planning for the worst-case sce-
nario. His statement that the fall of the Soviet Union was a 
geopolitical disaster for the Soviet Union is playing itself 
out. Russia is inherently more powerful than the countries 
that form the Baltic-Belarus-Ukraine line. Barring third-party 
intervention, they can force their way, or subvert their way, 
west. Russia is looking to secure itself, not expand.   

NATO is a shadow of its former self. Aside from 
the US, and to a much lesser extent Britain and France, 
NATO’s capability is minimal. Life in Eastern Europe is 
better than before, but nothing like what people expected 
when communism collapsed. Fear of the Russians is an an-
chor of Hungarian political culture. The EU as an institution 
has little weight. It has lost its economic charm; it has no sin-
gle foreign policy that all members follow and no defense 
policy. The eastern part of the peninsula in 1991 saw a weak 
Russia and a strong Europe. Now the reverse is true. It is 
Germany that is deciding the direction of the EU. It was Ger-
man pressure that led to the austerity strategy and was deci-
sive in negotiating terms for reducing debt. Once again Ger-
many is greatly admired but also deeply resented. Poland has 
rapidly become a significant European power, but it is still 
between Germany and Russia, fears both, and must live with 
both.  

The fundamental question is the relationship be-
tween Germany and Russia, and this is a question that will 
define Europe as a whole. It is the relationship between the 
mainland and the peninsula. Neither the Germans nor the 
Russians want friction, but in the event of failure (or a feel-
ing of failure) in the EU as a whole, Germany would need to 
realign, and that realignment would by default be with Rus-
sia. The danger comes from fear.  
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The Russian mind is fixated on June 22, 1941, the day Ger-
many invaded the Soviet Union. For them, all safety is illu-
sory. So they must control Belarus. The Romans conquered 
Gaul—modern France—but were defeated by the Germans. 
The borderland of France and Germany still defines the state 
of peace or war in Europe. Belgium, between the two, is the 
region called the battleground of Europe. Belgium, where 
French and Dutch were fused together in an artificial state, is 
designed to soothe British concerns.  

The US views Europe as something that cannot be 
worked out using American resources, and any involvement 
beyond maintaining trade would be dangerous. The French 
have no desire to break with the Germans but want them to 
moderate their policies—and vice versa. Germany’s strategic 
policy was built around economic relations with the largest 
group of countries possible in order to facilitate its exports. 
In this sense Germany had a global view, since it had global 
customers. But Germany was in no position to compel these 
to be customers by any economic means. When Germany de-
manded austerity, it was addressing its own needs and con-
straints, and alienating those who would bear the burden. 
Consequently, France would demand policies Germany 
couldn’t provide and the EU would become an arena of ten-
sion rather than the peace and prosperity that it had dreamed 
of. As with a marriage in decline, there is little thought of di-
vorce, but the things that bound them together passionately 
are no longer there.  

The French think in three directions: The European 
Plain and Germany; the English Channel and the British; and 
the Mediterranean and Africa. After WWII France main-
tained much closer relations with its African colonies than 
the British did with their Commonwealth. The French colo-
nies were far less ready for independence and compensated 
by continuing to treat them in semi colonial ways. The Medi-
terranean was, before the northern European industrial revo-
lution, one of the wealthiest regions in the world. It gives 
France a shot at regional leadership which it lost to Germany 
in the EU. 
 What remains true is that Islam and Christianity 
were obsessed with each other from the first encounter. Like 
Rome and Egypt, they traded with each other and made war 
with each other. After WWII, the rebuilding forced an en-
counter with North Africa and the Islamic world in general. 
As Europe’s economies grew, they needed additional labor. 
The nearest source was the Muslim world.  
 The concept of nation is shared blood, language, or 
at least common birth. The Europeans tried to solve this 
problem through multiculturalism. In Europe, where the 
stranger remains the stranger because of birth, friction is not 
the problem of the wealthier Europeans who can insulate 
themselves from the lower class. It is the problem of the 
lower middle class and the poor, who cannot ignore the for-
eigners’ presence. They resent the pressure placed on their 

own lives. Liberality of identity and diversity have been 
granted by those least likely to experience those distinctions 
close up. Muslims are sufficiently religious to put them at 
odds with the secularism of Europe. As residents of Europe’s 
former colonies, they were given the right to migrate follow-
ing their independence, which meant those countries with 
former empires had unique migrants in addition to the kind 
of economic migration Germany encouraged. But these im-
migrants needed to work, not build European societies. First 
terrorism and then the global financial crises exacerbated the 
situation. Muslims were seen not simply as a cultural threat, 
but also as an economic one. The same Muslim population in 
Germany, where unemployment is below 6%, causes very 
different problems from Barcelona, where unemployment is 
over 20%. 
 Cultural differences between northern and southern 
Europe are profound. Where the northern plain denied people 
a place to hide, the south is full of nooks and crannies. 
Southern Europe has nation-states and a deep commitment to 
nationalism, but it is in some ways safer and less absolute 
than in the north. The south had a different sense of existence 
and was less hardened by nature. Their lives are not quite as 
filled with urgency as in the north. Winter’s coming doesn’t 
mean death if you are unprepared, and the disciplines of in-
dustrialism seem less important. The ambivalence of France 
is the reality of the south. A growing political tension be-
tween radical and mainstream parties over immigration will 
cause instability to spread north if the economic problems 
spread. They will not result in war between nations, but war 
within nations, between mass and elite, and between ethnic 
groups.  

The maniacal efficiency of northern Europeans, the 
culture of work as life, is not compatible with those of their 
Arab neighbors across the Mediterranean, with whom they 
have fought and traded for millennia. This is a trading cul-
ture, not an industrial one, and a trading culture has a pro-
foundly different tempo. Europe is for the most part Chris-
tian. Turkey, the place where secularists reject Islam, has not 
proven to be a bridge between the two, but a barrier.  

The US became the first power to control all the 
world’s oceans. The British can punch above its weight be-
cause it supports and is supported by the US. The Scottish 
quest for independence reflects the basic revolutionary drive 
that had defined Europe, as every nationality group claims 
the right to self-determination and Europe fragments into 
smaller and smaller parts. Europe’s history of conflict is far 
from over.  Its basic architecture remains the same, a small 
continent fragmented into many parts and crowded with 
many nation-states. The hard power that it once rested on is 
gone. Powerful nations like China, Russia, and the US offer 
the same benefits as Europe, without the tensions. As the 
global powers diverge and Europe is caught in the middle, 
the lack of hard power will matter more and more. Being rich 
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and weak is a dangerous combination. Virtually any country 
that wishes to pose a military challenge can force the Euro-
peans to try to buy their way out of the problem, ignore the 
problem in the hopes it goes away, or capitulate, but not to 
fight.  

The Russians know from their history how quickly 
intentions and capabilities change. Germany was weak, di-
vided, and barely armed in 1932. By 1938 it was the prime 
military power on the peninsula. It must assume the worst as 
the worst usually happens. Germany is the largest economy 
in Europe and the 4th largest in the world. It is also the 
world’s 3rd largest exporter. Consequently, it looks at the 
world through an economic lens. It is not merely the catas-
trophe that came down on Germany in 1945 that drives this. 
It has achieved a position of economic prosperity and 
preeminence that make military adventure irrational.   

Turkey will become a great power because of its 
economic strength and the chaos surrounding it. That chaos 
gives Turkey economic opportunities for both investment 
and trade, as well as to draw it into conflicts from its flash-
points. 

The engine of conflict—a romantic nationalism that 
challenges the legitimacy of transferring authority to multi-
national institutions and resurrects old national conflicts—is 
stirring. There are 4 EUs. The dramatic difference in the con-
ditions and concerns of the different parts of the EU repre-
sent the lines along which it is fragmenting, back to the na-
tion-states that compose them, and back into the history they 
wanted to transcend. The story of modern Europe began in 
1991, when the Soviet Union died and the EU was born. In 
2014 Russia reemerged, the flashpoint between it and EU 
came alive, and history began again.  

 
[The nation became more than a language. It be-

came a moral bond and a universal administrative system. 
The Europeans, with their empires, were now operating on a 
global scale in a world filled with other powers of vaster size 
and organization. The European Union intended to achieve 
what the Romans, Charlemagne, Napoleon, and Hitler had 
all failed to do: create a united Europe. The Maastricht 
Treaty bound together 6 countries—France, German, the 
Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and Italy in a European 
Community (EC). After WWII Europe boiled down all its 
dreams to safety and wealth. For the most part, every lan-
guage now had its own nation. Since 1945 Europeans have 
tried to achieve a collective amnesia, but memory is 
reemerging. You see this most clearly in the borderlands--the 
underlying problem of the EU. Families, each hardened by 
history and conflict, never forgetting, rarely forgiving. All 
post-Soviet post-Maastricht wars occurred here where Chris-
tianity and Islam mixed, the first harbingers of a resurrected 
issue—Islam within Europe. The Balkans are a fragmented 
region caught between 3 great powers: Turkey, Russia, and 

the Germanic countries. You can probe as deeply as you like 
for the reason behind the hatreds, but in the end, each loved 
his own and that is who he was. Events 500 years before are 
as if they had happened yesterday German intends to have an 
economic policy without political and military consequences. 
Southern Europeans will resist the discipline, and they have 
the power of all debtors—default. Germany will eventually  
become a full-fledged power, first flexing its political mus-
cles and in time its military ones as pressures develop. 
Whereas the peninsula has diversity that can’t be overcome, 
Russia has homogeneity that cannot be destroyed. The fun-
damental question of the relationship between Germany and 
Russia is a question that will define Europe as a whole. It is 
the relationship between the mainland and the peninsula. 
When Germany demanded austerity, it addressed its own 
needs and constraints, and alienated those who would bear 
the burden. The concept of nation is shared blood, language, 
or at least common birth. In Europe, where the stranger re-
mains the stranger because of birth, friction is not the prob-
lem of the wealthier Europeans who can insulate themselves 
from the lower class. It is the problem of the lower middle 
class and the poor, who cannot ignore the foreigners’ pres-
ence. Muslims are sufficiently religious to put them at odds 
with the secularism of Europe. The maniacal efficiency of 
northern Europeans, the culture of work as life, is not com-
patible with those of their Arab neighbors across the Medi-
terranean, with whom they have fought and traded for mil-
lennia. Being rich and weak is a dangerous combination. Vir-
tually any country that wishes to pose a military challenge 
can force the Europeans to try to buy their way out of the 
problem, ignore the problem in the hopes it goes away, or ca-
pitulate, but not to fight. The engine of conflict—a romantic 
nationalism that challenges the legitimacy of transferring au-
thority to multinational institutions and resurrects old na-
tional conflicts—is stirring again.] 


