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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.


  

     


    Controlling a growing population required the development of better


    organizational techniques. Thus the birth of administration and the first


    body of civil servants, who used the recently adopted technology


    of writing to carry out strict regulation of the payment


    of taxes, censuses, inventories, stores of foods,


    number of livestock, expenses,


    payments, etc.


    Laws were passed and punishments


    codified for those who broke them.


    And, in an effort to better control the


    population, worship was unified into


    a single official religion, instead of a


    pantheon of local deities, in a series


    of centralized temples managed


    by priests.


    The area was witness, even,


    to the appearance of a sort of


    proto–working class in the service


    of the pharaoh’s great works,


    sufficiently numerous and


    coordinated as to carry out


    the first strikes in history.


  

     


    What happened in Europe during all those centuries


    of explosive development in the Fertile Crescent?


    Rather little.


    The glaciers and tundras, in retreat since the end of the Ice Age, had given


    rise to dense forests, full of shadows and predators. The Europeans


    survived as best they could in this hostile environment.


    The climate was still cold and the land poorly suited for intensive


    agriculture, plagued as it was with thick forests impossible to remove


    with the coarse tools at their disposal. In addition, many of the great


    herbivores that had formed the basis of their protein diet during


    the last glaciations had disappeared. And the animals


    that remained were rather difficult to domesticate.


  

     


    Given the state of things, a majority


    of Europeans found it difficult to abandon


    their hunter-gatherer habits and adopt


    farming and the raising of livestock.


    This condemned them to continue


    wandering in search of sustenance


    every time they exhausted the


    resources of the area they


    were in.


    As long as their settlements were


    temporary, it was impossible


    for them to develop societies


    that were more complex and


    populous, with a division


    of labor, technological


    improvements, and robust


    food production.


    These populations, then, continued


    to live and migrate in small groups for


    a long time. They made up opposing tribes


    and clans in constant dispute with one


    another for dominion of a territory


    with scant resources.


  

     


    It is common, when speaking of the clash


    of very different cultures, to remember


    Christopher Columbus and other Europeans


    of the 15th and 16th centuries landing in the


    New World and showing off their technology


    and level of development to the indigenous


    peoples of the Western Hemisphere.


    But an earlier chapter, in which the Europeans


    played the opposite role, tends to be forgotten.


    I refer to the moment when the Phoenicians,


    a refined people also originating in the Fertile


    Crescent, ventured to explore the coast of


    Europe to establish trading contact with the


    warlike and primitive tribes who inhabited


    it, near the end of the second


    millennium B.C.E. (around


    1200 B.C.E.).
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    MYCENAE
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    The Phoenicians came from


    a narrow strip of land situated


    between the eastern coast of the


    Mediterranean and some high mountains,


    beyond which one found some bothersome


    neighboring empires that constantly attacked


    them. Thus when their population began to grow


    they decided to expand to their only free exit: the sea.


    So that’s what they did. The Phoenicians developed the best naval technology


    of their time and used the Mediterranean Sea as their personal highway to obtain


    resources and establish colonies. They began with the nearest shores, where


    other, more developed cultures had already arisen over the course of the second


    millennium B.C.E., thanks to the influential proximity of the Fertile Crescent. But


    little by little, the Phoenicians ventured further west, to the western shores of


    Europe and Africa, where they were out of range of attacks by rival powers.


    PHOENICIA


  

     


    Although they are often only


    remembered as greedy merchants


    who traveled the world buying and


    selling exotic merchandise, it’s


    unquestionable that the Phoenicians’


    influence on the peoples they


    encountered was of great


    importance.


    In Europe, the Phoenicians came to Sicily, Sardinia, Ibiza, the


    Italian peninsula, the Iberian peninsula, and even the distant


    island of Ireland. Their main goal was to obtain precious metals


    (tin, copper, gold . . .), and they quickly struck deals with the tribes


    who inhabited areas rich in minerals. The locals were encouraged


    to organize complex labor networks to extract these metals


    on a larger scale, given the growing foreign demand.


  

     


    This commercial flow gradually enriched the local oligarchies


    that spearheaded the dealings with the Phoenicians, who


    brought them sumptuous merchandise from the East:


    elaborate pieces of alabaster and ivory from Egypt,


    Phoenician ceramics and glass, Peloponnesian amphorae,


    or Arabian perfumes and fabrics.


    The prolonged exchange encouraged, over time,


    a gigantic step forward in the development of those European
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