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    A specter is haunting Europe.

    It is the specter of poverty, which has spread

    across the continent, catching everyone by surprise.

    In record time, the populace has moved from abundance

    to scarcity, from conversations about sports to discussions

    about the economy, deficit, and debt. People no longer

    line up in the streets to buy things, but instead to sign up

    for unemployment. And where there were once bank

    branches throwing money at everyone who entered,

    there are now pawnshops and “We Buy Gold” stores.

  
     

    Many blame it for the situation

    and repudiate it.

    Europe is convulsed.

    Others are more

    direct when it

    comes to pointing

    out the culprit.

  
     

    For most of us, it’s complicated to understand the current situation

    in Europe. In fact, it’s hard for us to understand Europe itself.

    What exactly is Europe? A pastiche of nations and states?

    Or does some common essence of Europeanness exist?

    Is Europe suffering an identity crisis?

    Did it ever have an identity?

    Perhaps it’s worth looking for clues

    in the first attempts at civilization

    that arose on the continent more

    than four thousand years ago.

  
     

    Some time between 2500 and 2000 B.C.E.,

    a spectacular monument of megalithic rocks,

    known today as Stonehenge, was erected

    in a corner of the island of Great Britain.

    Its construction was an important milestone

    in the Stone Age, and even if we do not know

    its exact purpose, it gives us an idea of the

    advanced organizational capacity some

    Neolithic European cultures had achieved.

  
     

    7 meters

    After all, it requires a notable mastery of technology to be able to extract,

    transport, and raise the large stone blocks (measuring up to 7 meters in height

    and weighing up to 50 tons) that make up the monument, not to mention

    managing a workforce that is numerous, organized, and hierarchized.

    That is to say, its builders were nothing like

    the apelike and primitive men of the caves.

    EUROPE ASTONISHED THE

    WORLD WITH THIS GIGANTIC

    CIRCULAR MONUMENT

    FOR POSTERITY!

    Well, more or less . . .

  
     

    THE GREAT ZIGGURAT OF UR

    Mesopotamia, Middle East

    Built by the Sumerian civilization

    during the same period

    (2500–2000 B.C.E.)

    Approx. 30 meters

  
     

    GREAT PYRAMID OF GIZA

    Nile Valley, Africa

    Built by the Egyptian civilization

    around 2570 B.C.E.

    Approx. 146 meters

  
     

    THIRD MILLENNIUM B.C.E.

    First Round

    ASIA

    :

    1

    AFRICA

    :

    2

    EUROPE

    :

    0

    One cannot generalize about entire continents or compare such different

    historical contexts from the biased perspective of the 21st century.

    The comparison I’ve just made is an aberration.

    All right, all right . . . It’s true.

    In fact, it’s probable that right now, somewhere in the world,

    a historian is slitting his wrists because of me.

    But you can’t deny that it’s fun to poke fun at

    always-glad-to-meet-you Europe.

    Yes, there was a long period of time when

    Europe was something like the Third World

    compared to the great civilizations.

  
     

  
     

    MESOPOTAMIA

    NILE

    VALLEY

    Such disparity among cultures is due to a very simple reason that,

    nonetheless, conditioned everything else: location.

    After the end of the last Ice Age, human populations in the

    Fertile Crescent, a half-moon-shaped territory stretching from

    the Nile Valley to Mesopotamia, were blessed with the best land

    for cultivation and the development of large-scale agriculture.

    Vast fluvial plains fertilized by the Nile, at one end, and by the Tigris

    and Euphrates rivers on the other, made up a potent epicenter

    of development that would make possible the birth of the

    Egyptian and Sumerian civilizations.

  
     

    In addition, various grains (wheat, barley, etc.) proved to be ideal

    for cultivation. If that weren’t enough, the Egyptians

    and the Sumerians had the additional good

    luck to find themselves surrounded by

    some of the animal species best suited

    for domestication in the world.

    With this excess of food, it was no longer

    necessary for the entire population

    to devote itself to agriculture or hunting.

    This allowed for the appearance of new,

    specialized professions: potters,

    weavers, carpenters . . .

    Improvements in agricultural techniques

    increased production even more.

    The population grew and began to form

    increasingly larger and denser urban

    nuclei, with tens of thousands of inhabitants,

    until there arose the world’s first cities.

    Hierarchies and social strata became more

    complex and their rulers became increasingly

    more powerful, which allowed them to

    undertake military campaigns and

    development plans on a scale that

    had never been seen before.
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