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1. Major Regions

he European countries in particular those in Western and Central
T Europe have something in common. The big four Western
European nations—Great Britain France Germany and Italy have
made the greatest contribution to the shaping of European politics.
They have not only influenced each other but also the whole world.
The small countries had their share in the making of European society
but on a smaller scale and they have been more open to influence of
the four larger nations. Germany 82 million inhabitants  France
61.1 million and Italy 57.69 million have probably had a larger
impact on European society than Great Britain 59.5 million .
Western European nations can be divided into different geographic

regions.
1 The British Isles?

oth in Great Britain and Ireland almost everything is different
from the European continent. Great Britain preceded the continent
in a great number of political developments. It reached political unity
before most continental countries and put an end to royal aspirations of

absolutism more than one century before the French Revolution and

@®  the British Isles
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without any bloodshed. The Industrial Revolution also went off in
Great Britain. Nation building democratization and the industrial
revolution succeeded each other with decades or even centuries in
between which allowed the British to address these problems in a
reformist way. In political reform toward parliamentary democracy and
industrialization the country for a long time served as an example for
other European nations. Since World War II it has abandoned any
pretensions of being a great power and due to its deviant system of
parliamentary rule and its slackening economy it has also lost its
position as a pilot for Europe.

Despite its multinational nature with Scotland and Wales beside
England Great Britain is one of Europe s least politically divided
societies in which language and religion are no great issues. Northern
Ireland is a case apart but it is formally not a part of Great Britain

together with Great Britain it makes up the“ United Kingdom”
Region is becoming more important because of a growing gap between
the richer South and the less prosperous traditional industrial areas in
Northern England and Scotland which vote Labour® and were
neglected by the conservative governments of the 1980s and early
1990s. Social class is by far the strongest political issue in Great Britain
but it is less disruptive than on the continent.

Ireland 3. 6 million was under British rule until 1921. The
country has adopted several political elements from Great Britain like
the legal system and the civil service. It also shares with Great Britain
the absence of political conflict. The Irish speak English and attempts

to reintroduce the older Irish language have not changed that situation.

@® Labour the Labour Party
2
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Religion is not a source of division either. Ireland is the only Catholic
country in which religion is not a political issue. Religion pervades
social life and politics but the Catholic Church® enjoys an uncontested
position as a national institution because of its role in the liberation
struggle against Great Britain. Even social class is not much of an
issue and the country does not have a big social democratic party. The
country differs from Great Britain in its continental pattern of coalition

governments and recent tripartite agreements.

2 The" Big Three’ of

Continental Western Europe

I taly heavily influenced European culture Roman Empire Catholic
Church Renaissance? until the last centuries when it lost its
prominent position. Until national unification in 1870 it was divided

®  and other independent

among a number of city-states like Venice
units since that time it has been united but heavily divided. The
high degree of internal division in Italy has left France and Germany as
the two actual continental powers in Western Europe.

France has been a leading nation since the Middle Ages® in

O the Catholic Church

©@  Renaissance

@ Venice 'venis
@  the Middle Age 476
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politics  Louis XIV®  Napoleon® and also in arts and culture.
During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries French was the
international language in Europe. Since the 1789 French Revolution

important social movements like the 1830 and 1848 revolutions and
the 1968 student revolt broke out in Paris and spread from there to
other countries. Despite the fact that the country is second to Germany
in economic power it has always claimed a leading political role to
some extent based on its primacy in culture. The country considers
itself as the only remaining European Great Power in international
politics after Great Britain gave up that pretension and the Soviet
Union® collapsed and with Germany in a less prominent international
role since World War II. Its pilot role is not confined to politics. Paris
functions as the cultural capital of Latin Europe® a position without
counterpart in Germanic Europe®.

Germany was a power during the Middle Ages as the“ Holy
Roman Empire ” but did not become a political unity until 1871. Since
that unification its aspirations to join the ranks of Great Britain and
France as a Great Power were among the causes of the two world
wars. After World War II it has regained its position as Europe s

largest economy but it has also maintained a low political profile

©

Louis XIV 1643—1715

Napoleon no 'pauljon 1804—1814
the Soviet Union
Latin Europe

© e 66

Germanic Europe
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without any new aspirations to play a leading role in international
politics. It has embraced the European Union® as a way to prevent its
economic power {rom posing a threat to the surrounding nations.

In contrast to Great Britain national politics in these three
countries have been characterized by incidental or more frequent shocks
in the form of insurrection revolt or even revolution. During the last
two centuries France has been an empire twice a kingdom twice and
a republic five times with great variations within each of these forms.
Neither Italy nor Germany was unified until the 1870s. Each changed
from a kingdom or empire to a republic passed through a fascist or
Nazi stage and became more a regular parliamentary republic after
World War II. In 1989 Germany was reunified and around that time
the traditional system of Italian politics broke down.

The changes in political system are to some extent the result of
internal division. In France the French Revolution was not only a
contest between royalists and republicans and between moderate and
radical republicans but also between Catholics and anticlericals?. To
the latter it was the victory of the French nation uniting all
Frenchmen over the Church. The contrast between Paris and the rest
of the country was another issue during the revolution and it has
played a role in politics since that time. The issue of social class has to
some extent incorporated some of the other lines of division with a
labor movement that has a strong anticlericalist outlook. The social
cleavages contributed to the instability of governments under the

Fourth Republic  1944—1958  which prompted the introduction of

@  the European Union

@ anticlerical anticlericalist
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the semi- presidential system in the Fifth Republic. Despite the
differences in political orientation many Frenchmen do not make a
strict separation between the State as the highest national authority

D@ and they accept strong state authority

and the state as a nation state
in national politics. More than in the rest of Western Europe the state
is involved in a large range of economic and social activities and
internationally its main aim is to pursue French grandeur. The
privatization of the large public sector is now reducing the role of the
French State.

The main line of division in Germany is now the one between the
West and former East Germany. Communist East Germany was the
most industrialized country of the Soviet bloc? but its outdated
industries have totally broken down under the pressure of international
competition. This new divide has to some extent supplanted the former
dominant line between the Catholic states in the South and the rest of

© are more willing to vote social

the country where Protestants
democrats. As a source of division social class has lost part of its
saliency® after World War II  when the social democrats left their
Marxist ideology in favor of more social equality for the population at
large®. It had already left its revolutionary zeal in the beginning of
the century. Although trade union participation in the supervisory
council of large enterprises the so-called codetermination has been a

hot political issue it has also tended to reduce the distance between

nation-state
the Soviet bloc
Protestant

saliency

® e 6o

at large  as a whole altogether

6



1000000000000 0S0S00S0505050000 1 - Mg jo r /'\)egjon S

trade unions and business and more generally between left and right.
That distance is greater than in the smaller nations with their tradition
of tripartism but smaller than in the other large nations.

Italy is one of the most divided countries in Europe with lines of
division between the highly developed north Milan Turin and the
less industrialized south between Catholics and anticlericals among
regions that display a high level of regionalism like Sicily® and
between the labor movement on the one hand and middle class and
business on the other. Surprisingly political principles are easily
overcome to attain some kind of common arrangement. Italians have
the best reputation of preaching one thing and practicing another and
for that reason the worst reputation in political morals. Corruption is
more at home here than in any other Western European country. Even
the Italian communist party which was the largest of its kind outside
the Soviet bloc used to be looked upon with mistrust by the other
communist parties since it did not meet the latter s high international
standards of dogmatism and authoritarianism. In spite of all sources of
division the prominent role of the family provides for a high degree of
social cohesion in social life both with positive effects in the form of

social cohesion and negative consequences like nepotism®.

@®  Sicily 'sisili

@  nepotism
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3 Scandinavia®

candinavia is Europe s closest knit group of nations. Mutual bonds
S are helped by easy communication. The Scandinavians understand
each other without having to take recourse to English except for the
Fins who speak a non-Germanic language but many of them also
speak Swedish . Mutual cooperation in the Nordic Council® and the
sense of common identity however do not lead to great uniformity in
international conduct. Differences in that field are also due to
variations in national history. Sweden and Denmark have long been
European powers while Norway was under Danish and Swedish rule
and Finland a part of the Russian Empire until the early twentieth
century. As a relatively young nation Norway is most nationalist in
the classical sense. Sweden shares the Norwegian distance to Europe—
any new referendum® on EU membership might easily lead to a“ No’
vote as the two referendums in Norway did. Denmark is more
European-minded  but only Finland wholeheartedly joined the
European Union as an expression of its belonging to Europe. Finland
has the most problematic past with a civil war at the time of World
War I and annexation of parts of the country by the Soviet Union
during World War II. Hundreds of thousands of Fins then fled to
Finland—over ten percent of the total Finnish population. After World

@D  Scandinavia skeendi'neivio

®@  the Nordic Council

@  referendum

8



1000000000000 0S0S00S0505050000 1 - Mg jo r /'\)egjon S

War II the country was obliged to be neutral and have good relations
with the Soviet Union but it was part of the" free world’ .

Scandinavia stands for success. Since World War II Denmark

5.3 million Norway 4.4 million and Sweden 8.9 million have

come to enjoy the status of success stories and later Finland 5.1

million joined them. Political development has taken place without

great political conflicts and in spite of their marginal geographical

D these countries have

position in Europe off the main trade routes
become very prosperous welfare states. In both respects they have
served as models for other European nations. National identity has
been shaped by low population density even flat Denmark is less
densely populated than mountainous Switzerland and by the
prevalence of small towns and small-scale production although Sweden
is home to a number of multinational companies . Joining the
European Union has also been a highly contentious issue because these
countries feel a bit apart from the rest of Europe and fear loss of
sovereignty.

Despite the existence of a Finnish minority in Sweden and a
Swedish minority in Finland concentrated on a few islands off the
Finnish coast  the four nations are typical examples of language-based
nation-states. Religion is not a source of division either since national
Protestant Lutheran churches? enjoy a monopoly position without

political power. The urban-rural line of division gave rise to parties of

@ in spite of their marginal . . . trade routes

® Martin Luther  'matin'lu:fo . 1483—1546 the
Lutheran Church



