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The European Unification
in the Light of Mediaeval History

Hans K. Schulze

Summary

1. The Ancient Roots

A short look on a map of the world shows us that Europe is not a continent by itself, but only
the western peninsula of the Asiatic continent. The history of Europe begins with the well-
known myth of the Greek god Jovis and the beautiful Lybian princess Europa. Therefore we
might say that Europe is more a myth than a continent. Be that as it may, in reality the Greek
and Roman Antiquity is doubtless the fundamental basis of European civilization, although the
history of the ancient world was above all the history of the countries arround the Mediter-
ranean Sea. [t was very important for the development of Europe that some parts of Western
and Middle Europe belonged to the Roman Empire and were strongly influenced not only by
Roman language and civilization but also by Christianity. The border of the Roman Empire,

which divided Europe, was also a frontier of civilization.
2. Ethnical Structure of Early Mediaeval Europe

The political and ethnographical map of Europe was fundamentaly changed by the migration
of the German tribes (“Germanische Vélkerwanderung”) and the setting of Slaves in Eastern
and Southeastern Europe. The great Roman Empire was divided in its western and eastern
part. The Eastern Roman or Byzantine Empire with Constantinople as its capital survived this
dangerous period, but the Western Roman Empire was destroyed by the Germans. On its
ground some great Germanic kingdoms grew up, where the Germans ruled over the Romans,

which formed the majority of the population.

Other German tribes inhabited the western part of Germany, Danmark, Norway and Sweden

and began to conquer Britain. The Slaves took possession of the greatest part of Eastern and
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Southeastern Europe. Other ethnical groups were the Basks, Celts, Avares, Bulgarians,

Hungarians and the Baltic peoples. The most important nation of the Byzantine Empire were

the Greeks.
3. The Foundation of Europe by the Franks

In the Frankish Kingdom the synthesis of Roman and German civilization and Christianity
began. The Franks became christians and took possession of the Roman heritage in many
fields of human life, for example in economy, administration, culture and society. The

synthesis was very important for the making of Europe as a cultural unity in the Middle Ages.

Other important events were the Arabian conquest and the spreading of the Islam, which
destroyed the unity of the Mediterranean world. Then there were great powers, the Byzantine

Empire, the Arabian Caliphat and the Frankish Kingdom.
4 . Charles the Great- “Father of Europe”

Under the reign of the Carolingian dynasty the Frankish monarchy reached the highest point
of its power. Charles the Great (768-814) extended the Frankish kingdom, forced the power
of monarcy against the nobility and promoted the development of economic life. His reign

included the greatest part of Western and Middle Europe.

In the Carolingian century the idea of Europe as a political and cultural unity emerged. But
Europe was identified only with these countries which belonged to the Empire of Charles the

Great. Therefore a Frankish poet called him the > Father of Europe <.
5. Papacy and Imperial Monarchy

In 800 Charles the Great got the title of an Emperor. He was crowned by the pope in Rome.
This revival of the Western Roman Empire was a very important event in European history,
because the western part of Europe, the so-called “Abendland” or Occident, got its own
emperor. The pope became the spiritual and the emperor the secular head of Western
Christianity and they should rule in harmony the Christinan peoples. The division of Europe in

the Roman Catholic Occident and the Greek Orthodox Orient got deeper and deeper.
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6 . The German Empire as the Supreme Power of the West.

In the middle of the ninth century the Carolingian empire was divided in the four kingdoms,
France, Germany, Italy and Burgundy. In the course of the tenth century the German kingdom
became the dominent power in occidental Europe. Otto the Great (936-973) reigned over
Germany and Italy and was crowned emperor in 962. Also his imperial monarchy followed the
ideological traditions of the ancient Roman and the Carolingian empire. Since the eleventh

century this empire included three kingdoms, Germany, Italy and Burgundy.

It was for some centuries the most powerful centre of continental Europe, and above all it
was the starting point for the spreading of Western European civilization and Catholic
Christianity under the Slavonian and Baltic tribes in Eastern Europe. By the help of the

Germans these people were integrated into the mediaeval community of the European nations.

The Russians, Bulgarians and Serbians however gotten their Christian believe from the

Byzantine Empire and were more or less included into the sphere of Greek influences.

7. Europe, a Continent of Nations

The Development of the European nations began in the ninth and tenth century. It got a new
quality by the first sings of national feelings in the twelfth century. The idea of the universal
reign of the emperor had no future against the new principle of the independence of nations.
Neverthless there were some periods when a kind of European identification arose, above all
in the time of the crusades and after the conquest of the Byzantine capital Constantinople by

the Turks in 1453.
8 . What is European in Europe?

We can say that the combination of Roman and German elements with the Christian religion
is one of the chief chracteristics of Mediaeval Europe. An other one ist the important roll of

the nations in European history.

Some other special characteritics developed in the course of time and can be found in the

fields of economy, constitution, law, culture and society, such as the typical European form
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of monarchy, nobility, knighthood, feudalism, township and rural community, furthermore
the great influence of the church on all fields of Mediaeval life, Latin as the common language
of education and science, the development of the university, the important spiritual movements

like Scholastik, Mystic, Humanism and Renaissance and even the Romanic and Gothic art.
9, The Mediaeval Heritage and the European Unity

There is no doubt about it, that in the modern process of European unification some
Medieval traditions are more or less important. But the problem is, that it is very difficult to
judge their real infuluence.

1. The existence of the nations is doubtless the most important part of Mediaeval heritage.

2. The division of Europe in the Western and the Eastern sphere belongs to the Mediaeval
heritage too.

3. The Carolingian empire had become the centre of the “Abendland” in the Middle Ages.
In this most European part of Europe (“Europe Europenne”) the idea of the unity of Europe
was born after the second World War.

4., In the Middle Ages Germany became an important country in the middle of the continent.
It played an important roll in the process of the integraton of the Slavonic Baltic peoples, but
the “German East-colonization” also caused the permanent fear of the “German urge to
the East”.

5. European unification needs not only an economic and political program, but also a mental
one. The “Ideology of the Carolingian Empire” andthe “Idea of the Christian Abendland”
are of mediaeval origin, but I do not believe that they are really helpful for modern European

unification.
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