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We come from afar
Dear child
And have far to go
Have no fear
All are with you
Who came before you
Your mother, your father
And all those before them
Far, far back
All are with you
Have no fear
We come from afar
And have far to go
Dear child

– Heinrich Böll






[image: ]



Prologue
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SEEN FROM THE SKY IT’S a brownish-grey landscape. It’s the moon, straight after a passing downpour, or dented earth with a thousand lakes and streams, like the pools and creeks sketched in the mud when the sea retreats, twice a day, for all eternity. Rocks and lichen, and endless desolation.

We’re almost there. A lone tree, radiant yellow in the beginnings of winter. A bright red house. Then out of nowhere a couple of factory buildings, a big shipyard, a cluster of shops and homes lining a square, a few cranes, a harbour. The little town. From an icy sea a trawler puts in, blue and black; they catch king crabs here, monstrous creatures coveted by Europe’s top restaurants.

It’s almost nightfall, the streets are empty and silent, except for the sound of the wind. The town hall is alone in showing a light, apart from the big yellow Russian consulate with its closely barred windows. The restaurant serves whale steaks, or reindeer and mushroom pasta. On the quayside the stock of a hardware shop is still out on display: three dripping aluminium ladders, one short, one long and one medium-sized. In the little supermarket two girls are deliberating. This is their one outing of the week. Will it be a milkshake or the latest soft drink?

Soon the gate at the border, a few kilometres away, will be locked again for the night. The soldier on this side will shake hands with the two on the other side. In doing so he’s allowed no further than thirty centimetres onto foreign soil. It’s a rigorous ritual that they mustn’t botch.

Tomorrow is another day.

I have to begin with distance. With distance in space and distance in time – insofar as that’s possible, anyhow. There’s something contradictory about writing the history of an era when you’re right in the middle of it, of a world in which you’re fully involved. History needs distance; letting time pass is still the best way to put things in perspective. It wasn’t until late in the nineteenth century that Napoleon could be given his due place in European history. Debate continues to this day about the deeper causes of the twentieth century’s two global conflicts, the nature and consequences of colonialism, the frozen violence of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Empire in 1989. What to say, then, of these first two decades of the twenty-first century, with the history factory once more running at full capacity and our orderly European world of peace and equitable prosperity seeming about to founder?

Twenty years ago I wrote a book about Europe in the twentieth century. It ended in 1999 and it cries out for a sequel: what has happened to the European world in these turbulent early years of the twenty-first century? I would of course love to look over the shoulder of a clever history student half a century from now, in 2069, as she writes a dissertation about our own times. It will be a far from cheerful story, I fear, but undoubtedly fascinating. Both the United States and later the European Union could be seen as great historical projects by free citizens who tried to take the course of history into their own hands instead of merely submitting to it; projects with their origins in the Enlightenment ideals of human rights, liberty, equality and fraternity – international fraternity included. Where did the dismantling of a thing so beautiful start?

My youthful historian, fifty years distant, has a broad perspective on all this. I don’t. I envy her.
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Here, in this northernmost outpost of Europe, everything is clear-cut: if you don’t watch out, you’ll freeze to death. Spring, summer and autumn come and go in a flash. ‘It’s endless winter, then bang, it’s summer,’ they say here. ‘And then, bang, summer is over.’ The cold usually starts in October, with snow that lies until May. In late November the polar night closes in. The northern lights blaze across the black sky and beneath them everything freezes into oblivion in twenty – sometimes thirty – degrees of frost. On 18 January, if you climb one of the hills, you can see the first of the light. It makes everyone cheerful. They celebrate it like a second Christmas and all the schoolchildren have the day off. Afterwards, life returns to the daily rhythm of the mail boat: at the harbour, on the wharves, in the shops, at the border posts, at the airport. Everyone spends the rest of the time between their own four walls. Centrum Kafé, the talkative heart of the town, closes at five in the afternoon.

Kirkenes has barely 3,500 residents, it’s a pinprick on the map, yet this remote place is a geopolitical cauldron. It occupies an extremely important strategic position, right near the Russian border. It’s also the most northerly ice-free port in Europe – close to the Barents Sea, with its huge gas field in the Russian part – and the gateway to Murmansk, one of Russia’s main ports. Provisional estimates suggest that 13 per cent of the world’s oil reserves and 40 per cent of remaining gas stocks are in the Arctic region, along with huge amounts of iron, copper, gold and other minerals. Now that the polar ice caps are melting, all kinds of activities will inevitably take place here and everyone is making preparations. The Russians in particular are investing vast sums, and military activities are increasing to match.

Kirkenes is also a crucial harbour on the future Arctic shipping route from Asia to Europe, an alternative to the Suez Canal. The mayor sees his town as tomorrow’s Singapore: ‘I get Chinese delegations here every week,’ he says. Thomas Nilsen, editor-in-chief of the local online newspaper, once described Kirkenes as ‘the centre of the periphery of Europe’. To him the town is above all a laboratory, a place to study the relationship between Russia and Europe in particular: ‘Changes are encountered here by us first, far sooner than by anyone in Berlin, Washington or Moscow.’

Today I’m walking around with a cameraman. My European journey in 1999 was given a second life when Dutch broadcaster VPRO made a television series – although the book and the series were quite different projects. Now we’re starting again, and this time we’re travelling together from the start. There’s too much urgency for us to wait.

We walk along the dockside. The trawler, the Salacgriva, is from Murmansk. From close up the ship is a floating factory, a dripping clutter of cables, cranes and crab pots, the men wordless under thick hoods, as weathered as their ship and their nets. In the corner of a work shed they sit waiting to put to sea, silently passing coffee around and watching the dancing girls on TV.

Then up the hill. The last war isn’t far away. At one time the beautifully crafted wooden houses seen in all other Norwegian trading towns must have stood here, but in the latter days of the Second World War almost every building was wiped off the map. During a major Soviet Arctic offensive – targeting the nearby nickel mines and the strategic naval base at Kirkenes – the town was bombed more than 300 times. Between Kirkenes and Murmansk, at least 60,000 troops died. The townspeople survived for seven months in caves and mines, throughout the winter of 1944–45. Twenty children were born. By the spring of ’45, just three houses were left standing in Kirkenes.

So all these neat white wooden homes and shops are new, and they make Kirkenes look a bit like an American suburb. One of the oldest structures is a bomb shelter, now a memorial to civilian courage. Nearby, high on a pedestal, stands a Russian soldier. There are always bright green wreaths and bouquets at this liberation monument, of freshly woven plastic – you can forget about real flowers in this climate. The Russians are traditionally celebrated here as liberators. When Stalin died, some people in Kirkenes were among those who wept.

Higher we go, past the wooden verandas and a couple of sports fields, until we can see the harbour down below. We sit on a bench. On the horizon is the great empty bay, without a ship to be seen until, in the far distance, we spot the daily mail boat. A man with a dog walks past and looks at his watch. ‘It’s late today, at least fifteen minutes.’ Life is robust, the cars and houses are shiny and spacious; the living here seems good. Under a few rare trees lies the graveyard, the sun glancing brightly off the gold lettering of the headstones. Restraint is the norm here and there are no ornate monuments. Soon we’ll all be equal before God. In truth, we already are.

The mayor’s name is Rune Rafaelsen. He talks about his grandmother. Her first husband was killed at the sawmill, crushed in a fall. She’d only just remarried when her second husband died in a submarine attack. Rune’s father was the youngest resistance fighter in Norway, sixteen when he linked up with the Norwegian army. Rune’s uncle was sent to a punishment camp as a youth, where he fell in love with a captive Russian girl, unreachable beyond barbed wire. She disappeared and he never saw her again. He asked for her even on his deathbed. As for Rune, he grew up in a house bursting with people. ‘There was nothing left, after the war. Everything had to be rebuilt from scratch.’ That’s history here.

The Cold War was occasionally touch-and-go, especially in the Arctic. For years this part of Norway was the only place where Russia directly bordered on NATO. In 1968, in response to a NATO exercise, the Soviets showed up here with an infantry division of 200 tanks and 500 armoured combat vehicles. Kirkenes nonetheless remained stubborn, its relationship with Russia special and close. The mayor says the border ‘was always inhabited flexibly … Sami, Norwegians, Finns, Russians – they all used to mix.’ Nobody was afraid of the Russians. ‘If they come, they’ll first take Oslo, then Bergen and Trondheim. Then they’ll come to Kirkenes for a cup of coffee.’ That was the attitude.

Rafaelsen has been deeply engaged with the place all his life. His office in the town hall is plain and austere, the window bars, cameras and aerials of the nearby Russian consulate always in sight. NATO is no less powerful a presence; several times a month a mysterious ship arrives at a wharf where even the mayor is forbidden to set foot. The Marjata looks like a fairly normal passenger vessel with some extra antennae, but in reality it’s one of the world’s most advanced listening stations. ‘They suck everything out of our phones and laptops,’ you hear people say in the Centrum Kafé. Russian submarines, for their part, fossick about near the undersea cables in the Arctic, making the Americans nervous in turn.

In Kirkenes you look down from a great height on Berlin, Brussels, London and Rotterdam, all half a world away. Yet recent history has impacted upon Kirkenes time and again: the collapse of the banks in 2008, the crisis that followed, Russia’s annexation of Crimea, Europe’s migrant crisis, Brexit, Trump.

The iron ore mine, once the mainstay of the local economy, went bankrupt in 2015 in the aftermath of the banking crisis, and 400 people lost their jobs. The town took that calamity in its stride. The ice-free port of Kirkenes is now the most important base for the Russian fishing fleet and three-quarters of the big shipyard’s work is commissioned by Russians. Tourism is flourishing too, with some 100,000 visitors arriving in the port by cruise ship each year. ‘The town has mellowed,’ the mayor says.

He shows me his appointments for the coming week. The launch of an ‘open screen’ film festival in Murmansk – he’s known the governor there since 1992. A consultation with the mayor of Nikel in Russia, a good friend for years now. The LGBTQ+ pride parade right here in Kirkenes, with a sizeable delegation from Murmansk, where such an event is of course unthinkable. He finds border regions fascinating and always chooses them for his holidays.

Yet even in Kirkenes, relations with Russia have cooled. The Putin regime has grown harsher, independent media outlets are struggling to survive, Crimea and part of Ukraine have been occupied and the West has responded with tough sanctions. They’ve felt all that directly, here at the border. Russian fisheries were squeezed; football matches between the two sides stopped; shops began selling French wines and cheeses hand over fist to Russians who, with the sanctions, could no longer buy them at home.

Then there was the painful case of elderly Frode Berg, a much-loved local character: chair of the church council, one of the organizers of the town’s orchestra and the cross-border arts festival, and above all an active champion of warm ties with Russia. He, of all people, was arrested in Moscow in December 2017 by the FSB. For espionage. No one can fathom it. His friends in the Centrum Kafé are shaken; they can’t imagine he actually was a spy. But stories start coming out. Others have occasionally been approached by the Norwegian intelligence agency. Frode is still being held.

‘At a regional level it’s business as usual,’ says the mayor. ‘But the atmosphere has changed. Until 2014 we had casual chats with the Russians about everything, including politics. Nowadays, if I say I’m worried about Russia they cut me short immediately. “I’m worried about my grandmother,” they say. “She needs her medication. So don’t give me your democracy stories.”’
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Kirkenes has never been fertile ground for populists. It’s far too concerned with the future for that. Just four countries have traditionally focused on the Arctic region: America, Canada, Russia and Norway. ‘And here everything works, always, even in the depths of winter,’ Rune assures me.

Close to the North Pole, temperatures are rising three times faster than anywhere else. Here it’s an average of three degrees warmer than in 1971. More and more stretches of sea are open all year. Everyone has noticed that the landscape turns green in May, rather than June, and this summer saw the first heatwave. The melting ice is altering the polar vortex, a persistent low-pressure area high in the atmosphere that influences the weather right across Europe. In the south it can turn shockingly cold almost overnight; in the north it’s growing markedly warmer and wetter.

Europeans are increasingly worried about climate change, but in Kirkenes they see new opportunities. By about 2030 the Arctic seas will probably be navigable for twelve months of the year, and sailing time from Shanghai to Rotterdam by that route is around twenty days, instead of thirty or forty via the Suez Canal. There are plans for a huge container port, and the mayor dreams of a direct railway line to Helsinki.

‘This is Norway’s geopolitical focal point,’ he says. ‘Intense negotiations are going on with Russia over gas in the Barents Sea. Lavrov has been here a number of times. The Chinese are discussing a northern version of the Belt and Road Initiative, called the Polar Silk Road. In Oslo nothing’s happening; here’s where the action is.’

It’s no exaggeration. Right now, in October 2018, America has just announced that it will leave the historic Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty – its NATO partners weren’t consulted, incidentally. Russia promptly responded with measures of its own and after thirty years of peace the old arms race might start again, now with China joining in. The Americans are sending an aircraft carrier to the Arctic Circle for the first time in three decades. Over the past few years Russia has reopened seven of its old Soviet naval bases there, and the first military icebreaker is on its way – something else that hasn’t been seen for decades.

Meanwhile, the Norwegians and the Americans are building a new radar system in the fishing village of Vardø, called Globus III, to keep track of Russian nuclear submarines. In February the Russians staged a mock attack on Vardø with eleven Sukhoi Su-24 fighter aircraft, an intimidating move that quite startled the Norwegian Intelligence Service. Such incidents can easily get out of hand.

This spring, Sweden began checking and refurbishing its old fallout shelters, and issued a new publicity brochure about civil defence. ‘If Sweden is attacked by another country, we will never give up,’ it reads. ‘All information to the effect that resistance is to cease is false.’ In Norway, Trident Juncture 18 is starting, the largest NATO exercise since the Cold War, involving 50,000 troops, 10,000 vehicles, 250 aircraft and 65 ships. The main concern: can British troops come to the Norwegians’ aid quickly enough if the Russians attack? After the end of the Cold War, questions like that were not asked for years. Roads and bridges in Germany and the Netherlands now need careful inspection. Are they still strong enough to take massed military transports? It’s a ‘realistic stress test’, the American commander tells the media.

It used to be thought that Western freedom and democracy would steadily conquer the rest of the world. Now events seem to point in the opposite direction. Europe is casting about for answers, divided and weakened, while Russia seizes any opportunity to sow dissent. China is rushing to fill the gaps that are opening up everywhere – the Middle East, the Balkans, Greece – while Western Europe leaves them unexplored. Further west, an American president has come to power who engages in much the same politics of destabilization as the Russians, and who is rapidly dismantling the rules and institutions of the post-war world order. As New York Times commentator Roger Cohen notes, quoting Baloo from The Jungle Book, the old transatlantic world of the late twentieth century is ‘gone, man, solid gone’.

How could this have happened to the optimistic Europe of 1999? Many years ago, when I was a know-it-all student, an elderly Dutch journalist – a former resistance fighter – wrote to me: ‘Easy for you people to talk, in the light of the present day. But what were we supposed to do, in the 1930s? We were trying to find our way through the darkness with a candle, groping and stumbling, in an utterly unfamiliar house.’

Now I’m walking around like that with a candle myself.




1. The Sky’s the Limit

1999

1

IT BEGAN SO MAGNIFICENTLY. LIKE the start of the twentieth century, the start of the twenty-first was one big victory party. The Cold War was over, the stock markets danced, champagne was sold by the crate, and on Friday 31 December the popular Dutch daily De Telegraaf shouted from every kiosk, ‘The sky’s the limit!’ Economic growth had continued unabated, unemployment was at its lowest since records began, and for the first time in a quarter of a century the Dutch treasury had no deficit to report. ‘Never before,’ the newspaper went on, ‘have citizens, in the West at least, had it so good.’

New Year’s celebrations were more lavish than ever. In the Netherlands a record three million bottles of bubbly were sold. ‘Whether at home or for a party, the key words are chic and eccentric,’ said a fashion expert. ‘The boa, for example, is in again – and for women, lots of bare skin.’ Europe crossed the threshold of the new century in an ebullient mood, full of confidence and optimism.

Those final days of 1999 are still fresh in my mind. I was a journalist, had been for decades, and I’d spent the whole year travelling in Europe. Every day I wrote a short item for the front page of my newspaper, NRC Handelsblad, and afterwards the project grew into a book.

It was intended as a kind of tour of inspection: how was Europe doing, at the end of the millennium? It was also a journey in time. How had people, all over Europe, experienced the 1930s, or the 1950s and 1960s? And how had they endured all those wars, all that persecution, all those disasters? For a year I worked my way through the century, month by month. I saw wounded countries, cities bearing scars. I also saw miraculous recovery, and I listened. That, above all.

In Leningrad, for example, I interviewed actress Alexandra Vasilyeva, 102 years old, about the Russian Revolution of 1917. She was as fragile as floss, but her eyes sparkled: ‘It was so exciting! Really dangerous! Fortunately my husband worked in films, he was a film star, and all those soldiers and bandits thought that was wonderful. They didn’t shoot him.’

With elderly politician Nigel Nicolson, at his country estate in Kent, I tried something new: we made tea in the microwave. Later he read out a letter from his father, diplomat Harold Nicolson, written in 1919: ‘So I went in. There were Wilson and Lloyd George and Clemenceau with their armchairs drawn close over my map on the hearth rug …. It is appalling that these ignorant and irresponsible men should be cutting [Asia Minor] to bits as if they were dividing a cake.’

Truusje Roegholt of Amsterdam still had a slight German accent. She told me about her childhood in Cologne and about 1933. ‘Everyone was marching in beautiful new uniforms. The impact was stunning. All those poor people were suddenly somebody. They sang utter tosh, but they had new shoes!’

At the Hotel Astoria in Budapest, writer György Konrád described the Hungarian Uprising of 1956. ‘That last week we lived in a beautiful illusion. From the countryside came rumours of Russian tank movements, but that was simply a misunderstanding. Or so we thought.’

I visited the former president of the Federal Republic of Germany, Richard von Weizsäcker, who told me about the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9 November 1989. ‘The next day there was no holding me. I crossed Potsdamer Platz completely alone. I walked to the barracks housing the East German border guards and there a lieutenant of the Volkspolizei stepped out. He recognized me, saluted and then said calmly, “Mr President, I would like to report that there is nothing special to report.”’

In the Brussels district of Molenbeek I wandered past the empty displays and grubby shop windows with my friend Pierre Platteau, searching for the remains of the ‘dream palaces’ of his childhood: ‘That magnificent Kinox cinema, just look what’s become of it, a huge fabrics shop full of bargain bins.’

It ended in late December 1999 – my journey, along with the century. The Yugoslav wars were behind us and I’d managed to break out of a snowed-in Sarajevo.

By New Year’s Eve, I was home. ‘In the Far East the new century has already begun,’ an announcer said that afternoon on television. ‘The millennium bug seems to be keeping a low profile.’

That strange phenomenon was no figment of the imagination. The innermost core of all large computer systems dated back to the 1960s, when years were expressed in two digits. So at the transition from 1999 to 2000, ‘99’ would become ‘00’, or 1900. On 31 December 1999, at the stroke of midnight, computers all over the world might lose their bearings, in which case there would be power cuts, bank accounts would melt into air and planes would be set adrift. The new century might start in one great apocalyptic mess. Nobody knew what would happen in the cellars of banks and other complex organizations. For the first time, profound concern arose among the public about modern technology that no longer seemed manageable, that had the potential to get out of hand. Banks, ministries, embassies: crisis teams sat in wait everywhere that night. You never could tell.

In the end, disaster was averted. People went out into the streets, lit fireworks and popped corks.

I spent that momentous evening in an Amsterdam canal house, within sight of the oldest church tower, which has watched over the city for seven centuries. It was a tradition. We always waited with the same group of friends for twelve to strike, and then stood on the balcony to watch the fireworks. One friend had entrenched himself in another church tower, and at twelve he would ring the bells himself, with a few fellow bell-ringers, scattering his blessings over the city year after year. This time the explosions drowned out everything and everyone.

The economy was humming, especially the coffee shops and drug dealers on the far side of the canal. They spared no expense; tens of thousands of guilders of drug money was set alight in thousand-bang crackers, rockets and Roman candles. Before we knew it, the dealers had made all the church towers disappear into a stinking fog of gun smoke. That too was an Amsterdam tradition.

Everyone has their own memories of that night. José Martí Font, a journalist in Barcelona, told me about a big house crammed with friends. ‘We were all drunk, every one of us. We tossed our glasses out of the window as the sun slowly came up. We went nuts. Everything was going to get better, the euro was coming, money would shower down on us like manna from heaven!’

Aydin Soei, the seventeen-year-old son of Iranian refugees – later you’ll hear a good deal more about him, and about Font – celebrated the arrival of the new century in an empty garage, somewhere in the backstreets of Copenhagen: ‘I was with classmates from the grammar school. We often used to get together there, even to sleep. I remember that evening vividly. In a sale I’d bought socks with “2000” printed on them. Everyone was wondering whether all those computers really were about to crash. We wore party clothes. I still remember the photos, the girls in evening dresses, the boys in dinner jackets. It looks fairly weird actually, children in dinner jackets. Of course I had a very different story from all the others, but they had no idea about that.’

Gábor Demszky was mayor of Budapest in those years, and a fierce opponent of Viktor Orbán: ‘We were on a skiing holiday in Austria. I’d got a new girlfriend. I had two children and so did she. My ex and hers – everyone was with us, a big family event. Orbán was prime minister at the time and he was trying to get his hands on all the money and power in the cities. To his clan I was the urban-intellectual-liberal Jew. I wasn’t actually Jewish, but I was a troublesome liberal. It was a political war without end. At that time I had enough money to treat everyone. I wouldn’t be able to do that now.’

Umayya Abu-Hanna, a Finnish television broadcaster of Palestinian origin I’d met during my travels in Europe, toasted the new century in a beautiful eighteenth-century house in the centre of Helsinki: ‘Food was suddenly in fashion; everyone in Finland wanted to be urban and international, especially in their diet. My friends kept it low-key. There was delicious French champagne, we watched a special television programme about Finnish history: the best this, the most beautiful that. We were four couples and a few children, and no one expected anything, better or worse. It all just babbled past, as if we were sitting in a canoe.’

In Novi Sad in Serbia there was little to celebrate. Another companion of mine, filmmaker Želimir Žilnik, looked back on a decade of madness. At the start of the 1990s his city was flourishing; prosperous Yugoslavia was seen as a prime candidate for EU membership. But by 1999 the splendid Danube bridges had been wrecked by shelling, old ladies were selling their fur coats at the open-air market, the price of a pack of cigarettes was rising by the hour, and the criminals who had once worked for the communist secret services were now the heroes of the nationalists. ‘It was one big long orgy of plunder,’ Žilnik said. ‘Grab, grab, grab. That’s what ethnic cleansing amounted to.’

‘Every poor man is a fool, you know,’ said his friend, the writer Aleksandar Tišma. ‘His clothes are dirty, his hair untrimmed. So we too are fools. We’re the village idiots of the world.’

In Kirkenes in Norway, the New Year celebrations were a modest family affair, as they always had been. Thomas Nilsen was alone in being all fired up: ‘I was in an environmentalist group at the time, working with two Russians on a book about the nuclear hazards posed by the Russian fleet here in the Barents Sea. For years the FSB had been after us with writs and lawsuits, but on 29 December a miracle happened: we were acquitted. It was the first acquittal in an FSB case – and the last. Two days later everything changed in Russia, but we had no inkling of that then.’

In Vásárosbéc, the village in southern Hungary where I started my story in 1999 and where it had remained 1925 for ever, the dancing went on that evening until condensation ran down the walls. A drunken Roma man began throwing punches, some scuffles with a foreigner followed and eventually the drunk was thrown out of the door, into the twenty-first century. The party died down after that.
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‘Dawn of the Century’ was the name of a tune played by the British as they saw out 1899, and the front cover of the score shows all the delights that awaited them: a tram, a typewriter, a telephone, a sewing machine, a camera, a threshing machine, a locomotive – even an automobile coming round the corner.

The twenty-first century was greeted with similar optimism. What could stop us now? Buildings were going up at an astonishing rate in all the world’s capital cities; the glass Eiffel Towers of our own era, the new status symbols of global corporations. Trains and letterboxes had lost their familiar colours – they’d been privatized and the brand was king. The old century was quickly put out with the rubbish. I remember how, in those years, calculators and typewriters, drawing tables, card indexes and other pieces of ingenious twentieth-century technology were dumped, overtaken by all the new IT techniques.

‘The twenty-first century might yet belong to Europe,’ wrote historian Tony Judt at the end of his epic account of recent European history, and at that point there was every reason to think so. Around the turn of the century, the EU was the greatest trading bloc in the world, with the biggest consumer market, the biggest economy and the biggest reserves of non-military knowledge and technology. Peace and security were solidly anchored, the alliance with America unquestioned, Russia no longer a threat. After Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika a new ‘European space’ was being created, and even Russian membership of NATO was on the cards.

London and Frankfurt were the world’s most important financial centres, Berlin had been reborn, Warsaw was modernizing at astonishing speed and Amsterdam had begun a new growth spurt. Reykjavík was a special case. The sober Icelanders seemed to have an uncanny instinct for speculation and moneymaking. By 2007 they held fifty times as many foreign shares as they had at the start of the century. Icelandic cod fishermen owned houses in London and Copenhagen, and businessmen held birthday parties where Elton John flew in to perform.

Europe’s prosperity was boosted by extreme globalization. In 1999 the internet as we know it now barely existed; Europeans made payments in German marks, French francs and Dutch guilders; and Google and Amazon were the province of small groups of enthusiasts. A largely paperless world at home and at work was still an unimaginable prospect. The mobile phone had recently come onto the mass market, and a Dutch filmmaker interviewed people on the street about it. Hardly anyone could see the point. ‘No need. I’ve already got an answering machine.’ ‘Strikes me as appalling to be reachable all the time.’

Yet many companies had long ago risen above national borders. A Renault or a Volvo wasn’t made in a factory in France or Sweden any longer; instead the parts came from all over the world and only at the end were they put together to make a car – something that might equally well happen in Germany or the Czech Republic.

The same went for food and a vast range of other products. I remember seeing a truck full of bright yellow bananas in the grey East German town of Görlitz, and the excitement it caused. That was shortly after the fall of the Wall. Barely ten years later, the former East Germans could buy whatever they liked from anywhere – wines, electronic goods or the most exotic fruits, often at remarkably low prices. A Chinese radio cost little more than the Christmas issue of The Economist.

The whole world benefited. Everywhere the standard of living increased, although huge inequalities remained. Indian author Pankaj Mishra described the emergence of a ‘vast, homogenous world market, in which human beings are programmed to maximise their self-interest and aspire to the same things, regardless of their difference of cultural background and individual temperament’. It confirmed the prediction of philosopher Hannah Arendt, back in 1968: all the peoples on earth were for the first time in history living in a ‘common present’.

A new age began, and those last days of the twentieth century revealed something of it from time to time, like hatches opening up for a glimpse of the future. At Christmas in 1999, for instance, an astonishingly fierce storm ravaged France, Germany and Switzerland. Millions of trees were uprooted, a quarter of French households suffered power outages and 130 people were killed. The word ‘climate’ slowly started to permeate our everyday vocabulary.

In those same weeks, a disabled engineer, one Wayne Westerman, put the finishing touches to a solution he’d found for his cramped fingers. In deepest secrecy he’d developed what was then known as ‘multi-touch technology’ – the basis for the smartphone. It was a device that harboured a better world, that sent seductive messages day and night, connected and divided people and, along with the internet, helped to define the new century, just as the fifteenth century was defined by printing with movable type.

Then there was a letter that appeared in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung a week before that festive New Year. Its author, a young politician called Angela Merkel, was better known as Helmut Kohl’s Mädchen (girl), but she was a rising talent with the courage to denounce, in a few lucid paragraphs, the ‘patronage system’ of her political leader, the former federal chancellor. She did so in the midst of a political storm. Kohl had lost the previous election and was caught up in a major scandal over party financing, yet many CDU party members remained loyal. Merkel had the audacity to denounce their ‘juvenile’ dependence on the old ‘Kohl system’. The party, she wrote, must dare to take up arms against the old warhorse, relying on its own strength: ‘There is no escaping the fact that we have to take the future into our own hands.’

With her brave and balanced letter, she put herself at the centre of power in a single move. It was typical of Merkel, who was never fazed by anything. She was the no-nonsense daughter of an East German clergyman who had steered his family and his congregation through difficult times and complex dilemmas. Growing up, her ultimate dream was to visit America when she turned sixteen – travel restrictions on women were dropped at that age in the German Democratic Republic. When the Wall fell, on the night of 9 November 1989, and euphoric East and West Berliners fell into each other’s arms, she had simply gone to the sauna with a friend as she did every Thursday evening.

As a child of the GDR, Merkel was an outsider who did not belong to the ‘generation of compliant helpers’; to the traditional, power-addicted Christian Democrat network. And she was fearless. That was her great strength. Within six years of writing that letter, she was federal chancellor. ‘No one seriously disputes,’ wrote the Financial Times in 2012, ‘that Merkel is today the most powerful politician in Europe.’

Another sign of the new times was the euro. The new currency was first used in 1999, in transactions between banks. A spectacular undertaking, it swept away in an instant all the exchange rates that had made European trade so complicated. Travel and tourism were a good deal easier now, and speculators no longer stood a chance against the single, solid euro. It was a great and logical step in the direction of further European unification.

We were a little nervous. Might a quick-change routine make everything more expensive? But warnings from a handful of specialists that a single European currency without a common financial policy would inevitably produce major problems escaped almost everyone’s attention. The same went for persistent negative reports about Greece, buried in the back pages of newspapers. If there was one feeling that pervaded the European project, it was triumphalism. The Wall had fallen, communism was dead and Marxism belonged to the past. The ideologists embraced the global free market and enlightened self-interest, and Europe went along with them.
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Seventy years after the outbreak of the First World War, on 22 September 1984, German chancellor Helmut Kohl and French president François Mitterrand stood together on the once blood-drenched fields of Verdun. Music played. There were songs for fallen comrades. The rain poured down. Mitterrand and Kohl stood silently side by side, soaking wet. Then, unexpectedly, Mitterrand put out his hand. Kohl, as he himself said, was ‘overwhelmed’ with emotion. Hand in hand, the men stood there. An image to last for all time.

‘The fathers had no notion of how thin the layer of civilization was, or what volcanic forces were working under the surface,’ György Konrád would write later. He was eleven in 1944, and by then almost all the Jews in his provincial town had been taken away in cattle trucks, including his father and mother. Only the four children were left in the house and they got by somehow. It seemed you could live like that. For the price of a house, György, with all his eleven years, arranged for a travel permit to join relatives in Budapest. He said goodbye to his cousin Vera. ‘Two weeks later I was strolling along the Danube, and Vera had been gassed and burned.’ Of the 200 Jewish children in his village, they were the only four to survive.

It was a spring afternoon in Budapest when I spoke to him for the last time, almost three-quarters of a century later. We drank cognac. Shafts of light fell everywhere through his shadowy house. I’d already dined with my Hungarian friends Vera and Peter, an apparently successful family, with a good business, providing enjoyable work.

Vera’s mother was one of Hungary’s few Jewish survivors, having been forced to move on from seventeen different hiding places during the war. Her first husband was killed in the last of the raids and Peter, her second husband, had to flee for his life after taking part in the Hungarian Uprising of 1956 while serving in the army. He lived in Sweden for many years, separated from his wife and children.

Sixty-four of Peter’s relatives did not survive the war. After a childhood in Israel, his mother threw in her lot with communism rather than Zionism and became an agent of the Hungarian secret services, leading a double life. ‘Only now do I understand certain things,’ Peter told me.

Želimir Žilnik in Novi Sad was another war child, brought up by his grandparents and three aunts. ‘My mother was a professor, a member of the illegal communist party, a partisan. After she was wounded while on operations she spent time recovering up in the mountains, and there she met my father, another partisan. She died shortly after I was born, in a concentration camp, and he died in 1944 at the Bulgarian border.’

I crossed paths with Bronisław Geremek, a central figure in the European Parliament. As a skinny boy of ten, in the summer of 1942, he’d sat in a Warsaw tram trembling with fear, believing that everyone could plainly see he was a little Jewish boy who’d managed to slip out of the ghetto through a gap moments earlier. He survived to become a leading figure in the Polish dissident movement, spent a year in prison and then, among other things, served as minister of foreign affairs. This was European history encapsulated in one person. He had known, and could still describe, a Europe without laws or rights, devoid of any kind of civilization, and that childhood experience had given his life its shape and direction.

During my journey in 1999 I spent a day with German industrialist Winrich Behr. He showed me a small box in his top desk drawer: Iron Crosses awarded to four generations. ‘My great-grandfather, my grandfather, my father and I have one thing in common: we all fought in a war against France and all four of us were wounded. My great-grandfather in 1870, my grandfather and my father in 1914, and I in 1940. That would once have been a great honour for a German family. But now of course it’s a miserable thing.’

Behr became one of the founding fathers of the European project, along with Frenchman Jean Monnet – a member of the French government in exile during the war – and Dutchman Max Kohnstamm of the student resistance and the Amersfoort concentration camp. Or take Helmut Kohl himself, the first chancellor after German unification, who once let slip to chronicler Timothy Garton Ash, ‘Do you realize that you are sitting opposite the direct successor to Adolf Hitler?’ He knew better than anyone that everything must now be different. That was his historic responsibility.

To be honest, I’m writing these paragraphs mainly for the young historian of 2069 who might at some point pull this mouldering book out of a pile, curious about the world of our day. This digression is for her: never underestimate the deep furrows those European wars and massacres ploughed through our generations. Seventy years later we are still intensely caught up in all that, consciously or unconsciously, in any number of ways.

The history is well known. The power and dynamism of Europe arose out of its diversity and variability. In the highly technologically advanced China of the mid-fifteenth century, one command from the emperor in 1433 was enough to stop all Chinese voyages of discovery for good. China was a rigid entity. In the same period, Columbus, on finding that the French king lacked any appetite for his expeditions, simply went to work next door, for the king’s Spanish rival. In Europe you could choose, time and again.

Our fate was the downside of that: Europe’s division, fragmentation and endless wars. Austrian writer Robert Menasse once came up with an image that says it all. If you draw on the map of Europe all the political boundaries created over the course of history with a black marker pen, you are guaranteed to find yourself at the end of the exercise with an almost completely black page. If you draw in red on the same map the front lines and battlefields of all the European wars, something similar happens. All those flourishing cities, all those productive rivers and valleys, gradually disappear beneath a single great field of red.

That too is Europe, time and again.

The world was turned on its head for months after almost 3,000 people died in the attacks of 11 September 2001. Yet during the Second World War an average of around 17,000 were killed every day, almost six times as many, and that war lasted for six years, claiming close to 75 million lives. Five million Poles did not live to see the end of the war, 20 per cent of the population. The number of civilian deaths in Russia has been estimated at 14 million. During the First World War, more Frenchmen died at Verdun in three months than Americans in all of America’s foreign wars to this day. Monuments in every French village testify to that. In 1913 the dance floor was full; in 1918, half empty. It happened again in May 1940, when six weeks of war saw 112,000 French dead. As far as possible, the loss was absorbed into rituals, covered with shame and often hushed up. But the subterranean after-effects were overwhelming.

Take me as an example. I came into the world in the first full year of peace, and grew up with an attic full of war. My parental home was beside a canal in Leeuwarden, in the Dutch province of Friesland. Below the roof was a wooden structure forming two small rooms and a big space where the beams creaked. Discarded army stuff lay scattered around up there – for years we played with an old transmitter and a pair of English headphones. When the wind got up, a big, half-finished cut-out of a bomber whispered between the floorboards, a huge cardboard Lancaster that my oldest brother had once thrown away in despair. Between those same floorboards we’d discovered a den with a small mattress in it, probably a wartime hiding place. My mother, her sister and two brothers had been in Japanese concentration camps, and my father had survived the building of the Death Railway in Burma. When I was five I sometimes heard evil spirits cry out when an old green Canadian army ambulance, the only ambulance Leeuwarden possessed in my memory, drove wailing through the streets. They’d been stowed inside, I thought, and were being taken away screaming. Far away.

After the war the evil was indeed whisked away, not in army lorries but in an infinite number of stories – heroic stories, stories of national pride, and a European story too, a story of peace and cooperation, of borders that would vanish like snow, of ever-increasing prosperity in a new community of values that was the new Europe. We learned that story from our parents and grandparents. We accepted it from them and carried it through life on our shoulders.

There was something strange about the generation to which I belong. We hadn’t experienced the war, we were children of peace and prosperity, we were and are anything but victims, yet the war sat at the table with us every evening, in silence. Visiting the Stadtmuseum in Dresden one day, I came upon a large sheet of paper found under a piece of roof boarding in the 1990s, a shrill cry from the father of a family: ‘Ein Hungerjahr, 1947 – Wir fallen bald um!’ (A year of hunger, 1947 – We’re about to collapse!) That was after the war, but in large parts of Europe it was still a terrible time.

Our parents and grandparents, all over Europe, had endured hunger and ruin, they’d survived bombing and concentration camps, they’d fought at Stalingrad and on the beaches of Sicily and Normandy, they’d hunted and killed, they’d hidden or fought in the resistance – but whatever they’d done, hardly anyone ever talked about it. We all needed to move on.

Only much later did I realize that a large part of my generation, from Warsaw to Berlin, Amsterdam to Madrid, had known the same strange childhood. All too often we’d grown up in wounded families, sometimes even with badly damaged parents. That indirect war, the war at the dining table, defined us, I think, more than we realized. It defined European politics too. That silent war helped to drive the European process forward, on countless occasions. The war gave European politicians the courage to jump over their own shadows.
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For us, America was an endless source of fascination in all this, sometimes negative, mostly positive. The United States saved Europeans from themselves at least four times: when it intervened in the First and Second World Wars, when it helped the ravaged and starving Europe back onto its feet in 1948 with the Marshall Plan, and, by way of an encore, when the Europe of the 1990s proved incapable of quenching the fires of civil war in Yugoslavia without help. For older Europeans especially, America had always been a big brother who could do no wrong – despite Vietnam, and despite the undemocratic and often cruel interventions elsewhere in the world by successive US governments, in Central and South America especially. ‘Europeans have not only been influenced by America, as a kind of external presence or force, but the American presence is also deeply embedded in Europeans’ own self-perceptions,’ wrote Norwegian specialist on Europe John Erik Fossum at the start of the twenty-first century. ‘To many Europeans, Americans are not “they”, but “us”.’

Europeans shared with Americans, in theory at least, the values of democracy, of the rule of law, of tolerance, freedom, equality and fraternity. Those were the values they preached to the rest of the world. At the same time, they drew different conclusions. Europeans, for example, had become far more pacifist, having learned their lesson during and after the Second World War. This was not an experience born of films and heroic stories; countless Europeans knew the reality of war and persecution first-hand, and even the younger generations had yet to recover from the shock.

European power – for which read Western European power – mainly took the form of ‘soft power’. Violence was replaced by aid, hope of prosperity and sometimes even talk about joining the European Economic Community, as it was then called. As a result, the disintegration of the Soviet Empire in Central and Eastern Europe – with the exception of Yugoslavia – was remarkably peaceful. The prospect of membership mitigated all religious, ethnic and national conflicts, for the time being at least. Most Europeans didn’t give the matter much thought. It seemed natural enough. It wasn’t, of course.

In the immediate post-war years – and this too was typically European – there was a powerful aversion to extreme social inequality. Partly for that reason, Western European welfare states gave the average citizen a security and quality of life unattainable in the rest of the world, including the United States.

Europeans were for many years at the forefront in providing humanitarian aid, defending human rights and promoting values such as tolerance and justice. When, for example, the far-right Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) joined a governing coalition in Austria in the spring of 2000, there was outrage. Fourteen EU countries introduced diplomatic sanctions.

The Europeans weren’t even afraid of giving up parts of their national sovereignty for the sake of the whole, inspiring the then popular American author Jeremy Rifkin to propound a bold theory in 2004: Europe would probably overtake the United States in the coming decades. The continent was ready for the future. Europeans lived longer, they were better educated, suffered less poverty and crime, and had more free time and a higher standard of living.

It was a historic experiment. The development of a European single market, a common European currency and, gradually, a supranational European government, seemed without precedent. The European project, Rifkin predicted, would increasingly function as a vast laboratory for the rest of the world. Here new forms of collaboration were being tried; here the priority was not endless growth but quality of life. ‘While the American Spirit is tiring and languishing in the past,’ Rifkin said, ‘a new European Dream is being born.’

In the eyes of many in recent decades, Europe and the EU were on their way to becoming a new kind of world power. The process did not run smoothly. According to Tony Judt, the European Union was nothing other than ‘the largely unintended product of decades of negotiations by Western European politicians seeking to uphold and advance their national and sectoral interests’.

The merging of European countries therefore happened in fits and starts, driven by a high degree of optimism. Usually a fait accompli was created at some point – a common market, for example, or a euro, or another enlargement, the hope being that specific regulations could be agreed and everything else would follow. That was the basic assumption, and for decades the strategy of making progress by catching up with the facts worked well.

In the 1980s the European leaders realized that a political deepening of European unity was necessary. Bit by bit the European project was becoming far more than simply a matter of selling Mercedes cars in Italy, Spanish tomatoes in Britain and Dutch cheeses in Austria. Around all sorts of issues, a need arose for a common foreign policy, and there were questions about European priorities and European identity. New foundations needed to be laid. Furthermore, it had often been difficult to reach agreement between the six pioneer countries, and with twelve members or more it was hard even, as one participant put it, ‘to decide which restaurant to eat at that evening’.

The fall of the Wall disrupted the process. The reunification of Western and Eastern Europe now became the main priority, and the organizational and political deepening could wait. A certain triumphalism arose too: now we can surpass ourselves; we are finally creating our own future. Internally, European collaboration became ever closer, including on a personal level. Ministers now consulted monthly, their civil servants weekly, and as time went on there was more trust, even a kind of club feeling. Self-conscious Brussels looked like a beacon of civilization and progress, based not on military power but on the persuasiveness of its own values, its own culture and above all its own success.

After the fall of the Wall there was in any case no alternative for most of the countries of what had been the Eastern Bloc. With the exception of the former Yugoslavia, they all diligently set their course according to the Western democratic model. In all the Eastern European capitals, laws were aligned, feuds resolved, stables cleaned out, hair combed and suits dry-cleaned – whatever it took to gain access to The Club.

In 1999 I met lawyers criss-crossing Europe like travelling showmen. They were rewriting constitutions, tailoring them to the EU, and they’d developed great expertise at it. One diplomat told me the negotiators sometimes averted their eyes, knowing perfectly well that many of the agreements could never be met. ‘But still, the process has to continue,’ they would say. ‘We’ll see how things turn out – in about ten years from now, I fear.’

At the end of it all lay the definitive test: each country’s willingness to accept the contents of a tome of some 50,000 pages that now fills several metres of shelving in the attic of the House of European History in Brussels: the acquis communautaire on which this vast system of regulations, compromises, order and peace is based. Membership of the Union followed. In perpetuity, because leaving – according to the rules at the time – was impossible.

Back in 1990, European Commission president Jacques Delors said on French television, ‘My objective is that before the end of the millennium Europe should have a true federation.’ French president François Mitterrand, who was watching at home, shouted with anger, ‘But that’s ridiculous! What’s he up to? No one in Europe will ever want that.’ But Delors’ words set the tone for the European project for years to come. Exceptionalism – we’re special, better than any other country – was the scourge of American foreign policy, but the EU suffered from its own form of extreme triumphalism in those years: we have defeated the age-old curse of Europe, wars have been consigned to the past, everything will always get better and better.

That had been the message, for example, of a historic photograph taken in June 1985 in the Luxembourg border village of Schengen, showing five young politicians in a rather jocular pose on a pleasure boat. They had just signed a treaty by which Belgium, Luxembourg, France, Germany and the Netherlands agree to do away with border controls between them. It was the start of what would become one of the EU’s most important successes, the largest passport-free zone in the world.

From then on, you could cross Schengen’s internal borders at a hundred kilometres an hour. But how could such a thing work without firm joint control of the external borders – or indeed without explicit agreement on a common immigration policy? In that sense, Schengen was a grand gesture without content. Everything was supposed to come right of its own accord. Jean Monnet had always said politics would conform to the facts. Not so.
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In Ill Fares the Land, his final, stirring call for more social democracy, Tony Judt describes how, shortly after the Second World War, almost all the major political debates in Europe and America had a strongly ‘moralized’ quality to them: ‘Unemployment (the biggest issue in the UK, the US or Belgium); inflation (the greatest fear in central Europe, where it had ravaged private savings for decades); and agricultural prices so low (in Italy and France) that peasants were driven off the land and into extremist parties out of despair: these were not just economic issues, they were regarded by everyone from priests to secular intellectuals as tests of the ethical coherence of the community.’ The consensus on these points was unusually broad, even among those involved in economic planning, and definitely among the pioneers of European unity. ‘Everyone believed in the state.’

It’s an intriguing paradox, Judt writes, that in those perilous post-war years capitalism was saved by a large dose of socialism. Sensible conservatives had no objection at all to close state supervision of food supplies, for instance, and they had little difficulty accepting a fairly progressive tax system. Everyone was convinced that economic growth and the other fruits of the European project would generally come to benefit those who needed them most. Hence the ‘soft’ capitalism characteristic of Europe, with all its regional variations – including the German Rhineland model, the Scandinavian model and the Dutch polder model.

Half a century later the opposite mentality prevailed. After the oil crisis of the 1970s, many Western countries encountered something that became known as ‘stagflation’, low growth combined with inflation. It opened the way for a new economic direction, provided by a series of economists and political thinkers of whom economist Milton Friedman, with his Chicago School, was the most important.

Now known as ‘neoliberalism’, the new approach was based on the idea that competition is the element of human nature that dominates all others. It must therefore be given free rein, in free markets. Instead of the ‘artificial’ state, ‘natural’ competition must rule the world. It was a vision based on an idealistic view of capitalism and of human nature, a presumption that individuals always make rational choices and markets always function flawlessly.

As an economic theory, neoliberalism dates back to the crisis years of the 1930s. To enable their economies to recover, governments all over the West – especially in America – intervened powerfully, and with success. Austrian philosopher and economist Friedrich Hayek, however, regarded all those state interventions as a slippery slope; the world would inevitably slide into socialism and tyranny. The Road to Serfdom was the eloquent title of Hayek’s most important book, published in 1944. In April 1947, he collected a group of prominent economists and intellectuals around him in the Swiss mountain village of Mont Pèlerin. That meeting marked the start of what Hayek himself was happy to call ‘the neoliberal movement’.

In the years that followed, his plea for ‘liberal radicalism’ was further developed and modified, but it was not until the 1980s that the breakthrough came, and thanks to Friedman and his acolytes it took a radical form.

In 1979 and 1981, two of neoliberalism’s most enthusiastic adherents came to power, British Conservative prime minister Margaret Thatcher and American Republican president Ronald Reagan. From that moment on, neoliberalism made the running everywhere in the US and Western Europe. It boiled down to three dogmas: liberalization, deregulation and privatization. In all kinds of fields, governmental control came to an end. Postal services and the railways were privatized, schools and hospitals were commercialized, public housing became a commodity, and the bankers were given a free hand.

The fall of the Wall had immeasurable consequences for Western as well as Eastern Europe. In 1989 a major ideological adversary fell away, a permanent opponent that had always kept Western European capitalism in balance to some degree. Anyone transported from that time to the present day would no doubt be amazed by spectacular technological developments, but above all by the wholesale dismantling of the public sector. At a European level, privatization and large-scale deregulation – in the 1999 Treaty of Amsterdam for example – were a high priority. As a result, the centre of gravity of the European project steadily shifted. In economic terms, Europe moved from a social market economy (in the 1970s and 1980s) via a capitalist market economy (in the 1990s) to a neoliberal and hyper-globalized system (from the start of the new century).

At first sight, this shift seemed extraordinarily successful. In less than thirty years, from around 1980 to 2010, the standard of living for a large proportion of humanity markedly improved. The global economy grew by more than half. The decline in poverty, all over the world, was spectacular, with more people escaping extreme poverty in those thirty years than in all the preceding five centuries. In 1990, 1.9 billion people were still desperately poor, whereas in 2017 the figure was less than 700 million. In 1955, all over the world, people lived to an average age of forty-eight. In 2020 the average expectancy was 50 per cent higher, at seventy-two. Sluggish governments were forced by the stimuli of the free market to change with the times, and in that sense, neoliberalism was undoubtedly a necessary corrective. But it was taken too far.

Under the influence of a new generation of economic advisers, politicians all over Europe increasingly took their cue from the demands of the financial markets rather than the needs of their natural supporters. The spin doctor and the strategic adviser became central figures in European governments, especially under progressive political leaders. All those unpopular messages had to be sold to the voters somehow. No longer was priority given to the interests of a support base of vulnerable people. The main objective now was to stay in power.

Labour leader Tony Blair took the lead in implementing this change of direction in the UK. The left had been defeated time and again in the Thatcher years. Around the turn of the century, with New Labour, Blair managed to win three elections in a row, in 1997, 2001 and 2005. His Third Way relinquished two features of classic Labour policy: the party’s link with the unions and its stress on public ownership. Many commentators cheered, believing those old structures had stood in the way of innovation for far too long. As she would later admit, Margaret Thatcher was prouder of this achievement than anything else; she had managed to hitch Labour to her triumphal chariot.

Blair’s Dutch counterpart, union leader and social democrat Wim Kok, was seen as another shining example. The Netherlands, like other countries in Europe, had changed radically since the 1960s, from an industrial society with a strong public sector into an increasingly individualist society with a strong service sector. Politicians and governments had failed to move with the times, and by the 1980s the resulting problems included a state disability benefit with so many recipients that it was clearly out of control, a high national debt and extensive youth unemployment. These were phenomena that reinforced each other. Something had to be done.

‘Shaking off the ideological feathers’, as Kok called it, proved extraordinarily effective. It seemed possible to combine capitalism, neoliberalism, social democracy and a reliable welfare state. In 1997, American president Bill Clinton came to see the Miracle in The Hague with his own eyes. ‘The third way goes global,’ wrote the international press.

In the 1990s, Germany was regarded as the ‘sick man of Europe’, and from 1998 to 2005 Gerhard Schröder’s red-green coalition set to work to put it right. The labour market was liberalized, state benefits were drastically cut and programmes were set up to help the unemployed, while at the same time wages were kept low, rapidly improving the competitiveness of German industry. The project was led by an executive at Volkswagen, Peter Hartz. In the harsh final phase, popularly known as ‘Hartz IV’, welfare payments were reduced to an absolute minimum and millions of pensioners found themselves close to the poverty line. Social democrat voters never forgave Schröder.

Naturally, there were protests. In America, where a similar movement was underway, an interesting political newcomer called Barack Obama was giving fiery speeches, condemning the zeitgeist and quoting what Adam Smith had said about ‘this disposition to admire, and almost to worship, the rich and the powerful, and to despise, or, at least, to neglect persons of poor and mean condition’. Such voices remained the exception, however, and they were often greeted with jeers.

All over Europe, societies were reshaped to fit the market model. Henceforth every citizen would have to behave as a calculating Homo economicus, even in fields in which other values had traditionally prevailed. Terms such as ‘the education market’, ‘the social care market’, ‘the art market’ and so on came into fashion. American political scientist Wendy Brown spoke of a relentless economization of everything and everyone, from the state to the human soul, a process that in the long run wrecked every democratic debate: ‘The demos disintegrates into bits of human capital; concerns with justice bow to the mandates of growth rates, credit ratings, and investment climates.’

In Britain, the railways were privatized amid great fanfare. It proved a disaster. To boost the country’s global competitiveness, the special character of schools, universities and countless other long-established institutions was destroyed, and their often deeply rooted links with local communities were severed. British journalist Anthony Barnett used the phrase ‘storms shatter communities’. Communities were shattered, he believes, purely to open them up to ‘natural’ competition, according to the dogma of the free market.

My own country changed rapidly too. From 1995 onwards, Dutch house prices quadrupled, mortgage debt tripled, education was stripped down, housing associations were privatized and
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