
 Throughout the Western world, values have become a focus of confl ict. Societies fi nd 
it diffi cult to establish a consensus on moral norms. Indeed the passions that were 
once devoted to settling ideological differences are today directed towards engaging 
in a confl ict over values. During the recent decades, all the major confl icts in soci-
ety have in one way or another been linked to disputes over cultural values. These 
so-called  Culture Wars  fi rst emerged in the United States in the 1960s. Acrimonious 
arguments about family life, the role of religion, sexuality, marriage, the end of life, 
and abortion indicate that there is little consensus on the fundamental values that 
guide human behaviour in American society. Confl icting attitudes towards cultural 
values escalated into a veritable war during the 2016 US presidential elections. 

 In recent times, the Culture Wars have also made their presence felt on the land-
scape of Europe. Here, controversy has focused on the role of religion, particularly 
Christianity and, lately, Islam; on the meaning of European culture; on multicul-
turalism; and on the value of national sentiment. The key issue that underlies all 
these different controversies is a confl ict over the status of national sovereignty and 
the nation state. The transnational outlook that pervades the institutions of the EU 
regards national sovereignty as an outdated and potentially disruptive ideal. Such dif-
ferences over values exist both within member states of the EU and across national 
boundaries, where they roughly correspond to the old division between East and 
West Europe. 

 That the Culture Wars have migrated across the Atlantic was vividly demon-
strated during a debate in the European Parliament in January 2012. The debate, 
titled ‘Recent Political Developments in Hungary’, 1  was organized as a response to 
concerns expressed by the EC that a variety of recently enacted Hungarian laws 
violated the values of the EU. The commission followed up its concerns by launch-
ing infringement proceedings against Hungary on three matters: the independence 
of the national central bank, the retirement age of judges, and the independence of 
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the data protection authority. Outwardly at least, this controversy appeared as a dis-
pute about relatively routine technical matters; but as the debate unfolded, it became 
evident that what motivated the main protagonists were different visions of values. 

 Before the scheduling of this debate, EU-phile commentators in the media and 
policymakers had singled out the Hungarian government and its recently enacted 
Constitution, the ‘Fundamental Law’, as representing a challenge to the secular, 
democratic, and liberal values of the EU. Frequently, this Constitution’s references 
to Hungary’s national and Christian traditions were portrayed as dangerous senti-
ments that threatened to unleash the resurgence of the xenophobic nationalism the 
EU believed it had left behind in the 1940s. 

 José Manuel Barroso, the then president of the EC, set the tone when he intro-
duced the debate. He characterized his differences with the actions of the Hungarian 
government as an ‘extremely sensitive matter, where I believe we have to be clear on 
values’. Barroso did not clarify what values were at stake, and he was anything but 
clear on this issue. However, the implication of his statement was that the Hungar-
ian laws and Constitution violated European values. 

 Hungary’s prime minister, Viktor Orbán, responded to Barroso by insisting that 
the new Constitution and the subsequent measures enacted by his government 
‘took place on the basis of European values and principles’. He went out of his 
way to reiterate his government’s adherence to European values and concluded 
his remarks with the words, ‘I ask you to continue to support in the future, in the 
spirit of European values, the major transformation and restructuring that we are 
in the process of completing in Hungary.’ 2  Implicit in his statement was the view 
that there was more than one version of the meaning of European values, and that 
respecting the right of different nations to interpret them in line with their own 
traditions was one of them. 

 During the course of the debate that followed the initial remarks, it became 
evident that, despite a common rhetorical affi rmation of European values, there was 
a fundamental difference in the way they were interpreted. Speaker after speaker 
condemned the Hungarian government for its supposed violation of European 
values. The Flemish Belgian politician, Guy Verhofstadt, leader of the Group of 
the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe, took the fl oor to denounce 
the Hungarian government’s alleged violation of European values. He warned that 
what was at issue in the debate were not trivial technical issues but the fundamental 
principles on which the EU was constructed. He stated: 

 What is necessary here is not a debate on technical issues, as we had at the begin-
ning of the year. This is about checking the conformity of the [Hungarian] 
constitution and cardinal laws with the European values that are enshrined in 
Article 2 of the Treaty: democracy, the rule of law, freedom of religion, freedom 
of expression and so on. 

 Verhofstadt demanded that the EU’s Committee on Civil Rights, Justice and Home 
Affairs draw up a report investigating the actions of the Hungarian government to 
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fi nd out whether ‘there exists a clear risk or a serious breach of our values’. His use 
of the term ‘our values’ conveyed the implication that they were likely to be dif-
ferent than ‘theirs’. 

 The oddity of the demand that a member state of the EU – a sovereign nation – 
should have its values policed was left unremarked. What this call for value – policing 
suggested was that the EU’s highly acclaimed celebration of the principle of diver-
sity did not apply to different orientations to values and moral norms across national 
boundaries. Tolerance for the diversity of values – which has been historically a 
central feature of liberal thought – was clearly not seen as important by those calling 
for the monitoring of values in Hungary. 

 Some of the criticisms directed against Orbán were couched in a language that 
was less restrained than the legalistic jargon used by Verhofstadt. Daniel Cohn-
Bendit of the Greens-European Free Alliance condemned the direction taken by 
Hungary and lectured Orbán that ‘we are here to tell you that you are going in the 
direction of Hugo Chavez, Fidel Castro, and all the other totalitarian authoritarian 
governments’. Orbán’s response to the charge that Hungary was travelling down a 
totalitarian route was to declare that his values were no less European than those of 
his detractors. 

 From Orbán’s perspective, the traditionalist system of values promoted by his 
government were rooted in the historical legacy of European cultural norms. He 
argued that: 

 Our ideals are undoubtedly Christian and based on personal responsibility; we 
find national sentiment to be an important and positive thing, and we believe 
that families are the foundations of the future. It may be that a great many 
people believe otherwise, but that makes our position no less a European one. 
It may be that with this we are in a minority in Europe, but this position is no 
less a European position, and we are free to represent this conviction. 

 In defence of his argument, Orbán pointed to the former French foreign minister 
Robert Schuman, considered to be one of the founding fathers of the EU, who 
stated ‘there will either be a Christian democracy in Europe or there will be no 
democracy at all’. 

 What was signifi cant about Orbán’s response to the criticism levelled against 
his government was the emphasis that he attached to the politics of culture. ‘We 
Hungarians believe that what makes Europe Europe is its culture’, he stated. The 
implication of Orbán’s statement was that his government stood for a system of cul-
tural norms that, though they contradicted the values of his opponents, were rooted 
in Europe’s historical tradition. 

 Orbán’s affi rmation of traditional Christian values provoked respondents to 
claim that his approach violated the spirit of the modern values of pluralism and 
diversity. Verhofstadt indicated that the Hungarian Constitution was antithetical to 
European values such as ‘democracy, the rule of law, the freedom of religion, the 
freedom of expression, equality also’. Some of Orbán’s critics went a step further 
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and insisted that Christianity was entirely alien to the values of the EU. Taking 
this sceptical approach to religion, the French Member of the European Parliament 
(MEP), Marie-Christine Vergiat, representing the Left Bloc, asserted that ‘European 
values are not Christian values’. She claimed that ‘European values are freedom of 
conscience, freedom to believe in a religion of one’s choice, freedom to believe or 
not believe’. 

 Vergiat’s disassociation of European values from Christianity expresses the politi-
cal sentiment that is integral to the outlook of the secular liberal and leftist post-war 
tradition. However, it should be noted that this outlook has never monopolized the 
prevailing defi nition of European values, and it certainly runs counter to the way it 
was perceived by the advocates of European integration in the past. Schuman, who 
is proclaimed as one of the ‘Founding Fathers’ of European integration, was in no 
doubt about the foundational role of Christianity for this project. In 1958 he pro-
claimed that, ‘we are called to bethink ourselves of the Christian basics of Europe by 
forming a democratic model of governance which through reconciliation develops 
into a “community of peoples” in freedom, equality, solidarity and peace and which 
is deeply rooted in Christian basic values.’ 3  Even Jacques Delors, the former presi-
dent of the EC, spoke in July 2011 of the ‘Europe of values’, in whose Constitution 
‘Catholicism, or rather Christianity more generally, played a major role’. 4  

 However, by the time Delors made his statement, the political interests associated 
with EU integration had become reluctant to explicitly associate their values with 
Christianity or, for that matter, with many of the historical traditions associated with 
the legacy of Europe. In response to this anti-traditional European federalist politi-
cal culture, Delors observed that ‘today we have hidden our shared values’. As an 
example he pointed to the Lisbon Treaty drawn up in 2007, in which ‘several heads 
of governments refused to have these roots alluded to’. He added that ‘this is very 
sad, because we need to know where we have come from’. 

 Confusion – or indeed, a fundamental disagreement – about the legacy of 
Europe and the values that defi ne it transcends the 2012 debate between Orbán 
and the MEPs hostile to the policies adopted by his government. It was evident that 
whatever the EU meant, it was not a community of shared values. The debate also 
revealed that the confl ict of values was far more polarizing than differences over 
economic or social policies. As we shall outline in the chapters to follow, the not-
so-silent Culture War sweeping Europe has become the focus for some of the most 
important disputes in the current era. 

 The manner in which the 2012 debate was represented in the West European 
media illustrated the heightened sense of tension that surrounds confl icts over val-
ues. An article titled ‘Hungary in the Crossfi re; Orbán Lashes Out at Critics in 
European Parliament’, carried by the German  Spiegel Online , condemned Orbán’s 
speech as a ‘nationalist tirade’, 5  stating that Orbán ‘came across as pugnacious, dog-
matic and unforgiving’. The British  Guardian  predicted that because of his speech 
 ‘ Hungary PM Viktor Orbán faces EU backlash over new policies’. 6  Other media 
outlets cast Orbán into the role of an authoritarian demagogue and characterized 
Hungary as the EU’s pariah state. As one columnist for the Canadian  Globe and 
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Mail , writing a ‘Letter on Freedom to Hungary’s Viktor Orbán’, asserted, ‘you run a 
country that has become a pariah of the European Union’. 7  

 One of the few Western media outlets that attempted to stand back and offer a 
more dispassionate account of the debate was the British  Financial Times . In a live 
blog on the debate, its blogger noted that ‘although there were some fi reworks, they 
mostly came from MEPs on the ideological left and not from Orbán himself, who 
sat through the entire session and remained decorous throughout.’ The reporter added 
that ‘after enduring more than three hours of criticism and complaint, Orbán kept 
his cool in his closing’. 8  

 The rhetoric of alarm conveyed by the media is itself sociologically signifi cant.  
 The claims that Orbán launched into a ‘nationalist tirade’ during the course of the 
debate are diffi cult to reconcile with the minutes of the proceedings. However, the 
rhetoric of condemnation was in all likelihood genuinely felt. Why? Because from 
the standpoint of the EU’s cosmopolitan political culture, the mere hint of a posi-
tive orientation towards religious or national traditions was likely to be perceived 
as out of step with the culture of the new Europe. The passions and hostility that 
Orbán’s statement incited amongst his detractors in the European Parliament and 
sections of the media were motivated by a genuine conviction that the Hungarian 
government represented a threat to what, for a lack of better expression, can be 
characterized as the EU way of life. 

 Confl icts over culture are noisy and intemperate, and many Western advocates of 
the EU’s anti-national and federalist approach regard Orbán and his government as 
a unique threat to their project. As the Hungarian MEP György Schöpfl in pointed 
out, ‘There seems to be a well-established view in some parts of the European Com-
mission that Hungary under its Fidesz government has become a tiresome member 
state, that it is constantly breaking the formal and the informal rules of EU mem-
bership’. Schöpfl in remarked that ‘this attitude seems so deeply engrained that in the 
eyes of some, it no longer needs any proof, but has become a starting assumption’. 9  

 The Romanian Social Democratic MEP Ioan Enciu was one of the few of Orbán’s 
critics to point explicitly to the cause of their dislike of the Hungarian government. 
He stated that ‘from the very moment it came to power, the Hungarian government 
has been persisting in promoting policies that confl ict with European law and have 
a strong nationalist-populist aspect’. From the standpoint of the political class that 
dominates the EU, the terms ‘nationalist’ and ‘populist’ represent maladies that affl ict 
public life. For them, the mere mention of these terms alludes to a political culture 
that is antithetical to values and practices considered legitimate in Brussels. 

 The Culture Wars in perspective 

 The way that the EU political class uses the terms ‘nationalist’ and ‘populist’ has 
little to do with the original meaning of the terms. According to its anti-populist 
cultural script, nationalism is the natural companion of xenophobia. It is frequently 
suggested that it serves as the point of departure for the kind of aggressive national-
ism that characterized the violent racist movements of the interwar era. Although 
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the EU political class justifi es its anti-nationalist rhetoric by pointing to the dangers 
of racist xenophobic movements and constantly harks back to the rise of the Nazis 
during the Weimar Republic, it is actually hostile to any form of national or patri-
otic sentiment. It regards people’s identifi cation with their nation as a regrettable 
act of prejudice. Its federalist inclination directs it to adopt a posture of animosity 
towards the ideal of national sovereignty. 

 The leadership of the EU regards the principle of national sovereignty as the 
driver of Euroscepticism and, therefore, as a threat to the integrity of its institutions. 
Speaking in this vein, Herman van Rompuy, the then president of the EU Council, 
told a Berlin audience in November 2010 that ‘Euroscepticism leads to war’, and 
concluded his speech with the rallying cry, ‘we have to fi ght the danger of the new 
Euroscepticism’. 10  The claim that Euroscepticism represented an incitement to war 
was linked to the assertion that such an outlook inevitably encouraged the revival of 
the aggressive nationalism of the interwar era. In this speech, van Rompuy reasserted 
the argument that advocacy of nationalism is dangerous and national sovereignty 
is a ‘lie’. 

 Hostility towards populism is underpinned by the concern that it appeals directly 
to the public and that its aim to mobilize the masses undermines the EU and its 
elitist institutions. These institutions are based on insulating decision-makers from 
direct public pressure so as to allow them to act in accordance with the advice from 
their experts. As Bulgarian political scientist Ivan Krastev observed, at the ‘heart of 
the confl ict’ is ‘the clash between liberal rationalism embodied by EU institutions 
and the populist revolt against the unaccountability of the elites’. 11  In the context of 
European political life, hostility towards the unaccountability of the elites frequently 
assumes the form of Euroscepticism – consequently, governments, and movements 
that express views and policies which may be construed as nationalist, populist, or 
Eurosceptic are likely to be condemned by the EU political class. 

 In this polarized landscape, any criticism of substance directed at the EU is 
automatically dismissed as a threat to the stability of the institutional order. In an 
interesting aside, the social anthropologist Maryon Macdonald, who conducted 
interviews with EU civil servants in Brussels, observed that there were real limits 
to the kind of criticisms that could be raised with them. A serious critic of the EU 
courted condemnation for being, by defi nition, a right-wing extremist. Macdonald 
wrote that, ‘since the 1970s especially, it has become increasingly diffi cult in Europe 
to criticize the EU without appearing to be some lunatic right-wing fascist, racist 
or nationalist, the one often eliding with the other, or simply the parochial idiot 
of Little Britain.’ 12  The power of this rhetoric of condemnation has, until relatively 
recently, been quite successful in silencing many potential critics. 

 East European nations anxious to join the EU understood that acceptance of 
this institution’s anti-nationalist and anti-populist values was a non-negotiable part 
of the deal. As one account of the Europeanization of these former members of 
the Soviet bloc argues, East European political parties were instructed to model 
their behaviour on the  modus vivendi  of the Western cousins. If they had to form 
coalition governments, they were ‘expected to forge enduring partnerships and 
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avoid alliances with extremists, Euro-sceptics, and ex-authoritarians’. 13  This form of 
political conditionality placed parties under pressure to act in accordance with the 
EU consensus. According to one study, in Hungary, ‘EU pressure over-rode the piv-
otal cleavage pitting “traditionalists” against “westernisers” and apparently ‘stifl ed’ 
an incipient confl ict of cultural values. 14  

 Domestic debates on the values that would defi ne Hungarian society in the 
future were to some extent suspended in order to ensure that there were no political 
obstacles to becoming a member state of the EU. It was widely recognized that the 
precondition for former member states of the Soviet bloc to gain entry into the EU 
was the acceptance of a cultural script produced in Brussels. 

 Back in the early 1990s, during the period of negotiations regarding the terms of 
membership, Hungary was assigned the role of a student facing an examination on 
its capacity to understand and practise European values. The ‘Copenhagen Criteria’ 
outlined procedures that candidate countries to the EU had to meet before they 
could become members. These ‘approval procedures’ meant that candidate coun-
tries had to abide by the terms outlined by the European Council in Copenhagen 
in 1993. One criterion was the willingness of the candidate state to accept and 
promote European values. 

 The document outlining the Copenhagen criteria stated that ‘any European 
country may apply for membership if it respects the democratic values of the EU 
and is committed to promoting them’. 15  Unfortunately, this vague and abstract 
reference to ‘democratic values’ lacked clarity and practical meaning. Since the rhet-
oric of democratic values is used by a wide variety of actors, from the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea to the United States, its meaning is open to different 
interpretations. In  practice the implication conveyed to would-be members of 
the EU was that they would have to endorse uncritically and abide by the political 
 culture promoted and practised by the different institutions of the EU. 

 During the 1990s, all the East European candidate states went out of their way to 
demonstrate that they fully accepted the Copenhagen criteria and, by implication, 
the political authority of the EU. In the case of Hungary, virtually the entire political 
class signalled its willingness to be ‘Europeanized’. The April 1994 memorandum 
accompanying Hungary’s application for EU membership stated that joining this 
institution was a ‘historical necessity’ for ‘which there is no real alternative’. 16  The 
EC welcomed this response and drew attention to a statement made by Hungary’s 
President Árpád Göncz that endorsed ‘Hungarian commitment to an ever closer 
political Union’. 17  

 A document outlining Hungary’s readiness to meet all the conditions for mem-
bership of the EU prepared by this nation’s government in 1998 claimed that its 
political institutions had become fully Europeanized. It boasted that Hungary’s 
‘parliamentary parties mirrored the legacy of European political culture’. The doc-
ument also implied that Hungary’s political system worked in accordance with the 
political values of the EU and pointedly noted that in neither the elections of 1990 
nor those of 1994 did an extreme right-wing or left-wing party gain representation 
in Parliament. 18  
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 The social consensus adopted by the political leaders of Hungary in the late 
1990s was based on the conviction that there was no alternative to an unquestioned 
acceptance of EU value-conditionality. At the time and subsequently, this consensus 
around the acceptance of EU conditionality was characterized as a triumph for 
liberal values. However, the procedure violated one very important principle of 
liberalism, which was the right to choose between alternatives. Neither the ‘take 
it or leave it’ terms offered by the EU nor the policies of the newly emergent East 
European political elites offered much of a choice to their citizens. Instead the pop-
ulation was informed that the policies and values adopted to meet the Copenhagen 
criteria were not so much good but necessary. Krastev observed that there was little 
opportunity for the people of East Europe to express reservation or disagreement 
with the integration process. He wrote that: 

 The transition period was marked by excessive elite control over political pro-
cesses and by a fear of mass politics. The accession of the Central and Eastern 
European countries to the EU virtually institutionalized elite hegemony over 
the democratic process. 19  

 At the time, many East European Governments and politicians looked to their close 
association with the West in general and the EU in particular to legitimate their 
authority. For a relatively brief period of time, the politics of Europeanization kept 
domestic cleavages and dissidence in check. But by the turn of the twenty-fi rst 
century, disappointment with the promise of regime change and Europeanization 
provided a fertile terrain for the fl ourishing of political opposition. Although criti-
cism and opposition to the hegemony of the Westernizing transnational elite took 
different forms, it assumed a particularly polarizing dimension in the domain of 
culture. From the turn of the twenty-fi rst century onwards, advocates of Western 
transnational values of the EU had to compete with those promoted by advocates 
of Hungarian nationalism and traditionalism. 

 Weak normative power of the EU 

 Since the 2012 exchange in the European Parliament discussed earlier, the debate on 
cultural values between the advocates of a federalist EU and the Orbán government 
have become even more polarized. As far as Orbán’s old opponent Guy Verhofstadt 
is concerned, Hungary, and for that matter Poland, are beyond the pale. ‘The sad 
reality is that, were they to apply for EU membership today, neither Hungary nor 
Poland would be admitted,’ he warned in April 2016. 20  His sentiment is widely 
shared by pro-EU ideologues and intellectuals who regard the values advocated by 
the Hungarian government as a fundamental challenge to those of the EU. 

 Some critics of the Hungarian government go so far as to claim that it represents 
an existential threat to the EU. For example, Peter Wilkin of Brunel University has 
asserted that the policies of the Orbán regime call into question the legitimacy of 
the EU and therefore represents a threat to its integrity. 21  The German political 
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scientist Jan-Werner Müller, who regularly exhorts the EU to punish Hungary 
for its supposed transgressions, warned that ‘inaction over Hungary and Poland has 
undermined the elite’s ability to preach “shared European values”’. 22  Critics of 
Hungary and, more recently, of Poland, often use an ethnocentric language that 
condemns not merely these nations’ governments but also their people. For example 
Jakob Augstein, the editor of the German weekly  Freitag , has argued for the exclu-
sion of Poland from the EU on the grounds that this nation, like those of others in 
East Europe, are on the wrong side of the Culture War. Augstein argued that ‘the 
western values of liberalism, tolerance, equality confront the eastern lack of values – 
racism, ignorance, bigotry’. 23  

 Müller, unlike many critics of populism, has recognized that what is at stake is 
a confl ict over values; he is particularly concerned with what he perceives as the 
‘diminishing’ of the EU’s ‘normative’ power. 24  However, what Müller overlooks 
is that the EU’s normative power has always been conspicuously feeble, and that 
the actions of the Hungarian and Polish governments merely draw attention to 
a long-standing problem. In a sense, the very public assertion of the principle of 
national sovereignty by these governments has created an ‘Emperor Has No Clothes’ 
situation. 

 Since the end of the Second World War, supporters of European federalism 
have always been concerned about the weak normative foundation on which their 
project rested. From the 1950s onwards, the advocates of European integration 
and unifi cation have tended to be more comfortable with promoting an economic 
justifi cation for their cause than in attempting to win support for an explicit sys-
tem of shared values. Throughout its history, the project of European unifi cation 
gained respect and support for the economic and, to a lesser extent, geopolitical 
advantages that it offered. Institutions such as the old European Economic Com-
munity (EEC) took some of the credit for the continent’s economic recovery in 
the post-Second World War era. The close cooperation of West European nations, 
particularly France and West Germany, were also seen as helpful for maintaining the 
(sometimes precarious) balance of power during the Cold War. 

 The problem of providing a normative foundation for the European project 
was evident to many leading advocates of the European federalist project. Their 
response in the 1950s and 1960s was to avoid an explicit engagement with the 
domain of values. Instead, they opted to side-step this issue. The main arguments 
for European unifi cation stressed its contribution to the promotion of economic 
prosperity and the provision of security in the face of the Cold War. Until the 
1970s, the viability of this approach was underwritten by the post-war boom, an 
unprecedented era of economic prosperity. The EEC, established in 1958, took the 
credit for the improved material conditions of Western European societies, and 
throughout the 1960s, its moral authority was rarely tested. 

 European transnational institutions were also the progeny of the Cold War. The 
heightened geopolitical tension during the 1950s and 1960s helped to strengthen 
the EEC’s claim that it was essential for the maintenance of security. The launch-
ing of the EU in 1993 continued with the tradition of depoliticizing values-related 
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issues and adopting a form of technocratic governance that relied on the claim that 
it played a vital role in the maintenance of economic prosperity. 

 In the context of the Cold War and relative economic security, the project of 
European unifi cation faced relatively little pressure to justify itself in normative 
terms. Consequently, the capacity of its normative power to infl uence developments 
were rarely tested. Until the mid-1970s, the EEC’s leaders adhered to the conviction 
that the benefi ts of economic cooperation would eventually encourage the people 
of Europe to identify politically with the federalist project. 

 However in the 1970s, advocates of the European project realized that reliance 
on economics alone was not enough – the formulation of a normative foundation 
on which the authority of their institution rested had to be addressed. Their calls for 
a ‘new narrative for Europe’ were motivated by the realization that the EU could no 
longer count on the Cold War to legitimize its standing indefi nitely. Nor could it 
forever rely on the stabilizing infl uence of economic prosperity to retain the passive 
support of the public for its institutions. 

 Linking the fortunes of the project of European unity with the economic sta-
bility and wellbeing of member states became increasingly problematic from 1973 
onwards. The economic crisis of 1973 indicated to the leadership of the EEC that 
it was necessary to fi nd some kind of explicitly political or cultural justifi cation for 
its existence. The leadership of the EEC responded by attempting to mobilize the 
resources of culture in an effort to win hearts and minds. 25  

 Since the 1970s, a series of recurrent economic crises has forced the EU to 
try to supplement its economic authority with a series of cultural initiatives. The 
EU-sponsored report  The Spiritual and Cultural Dimension of Europe  of October 
2004 recognized that with the end of the Cold War, economics must still con-
tinue to play an important role in legitimating the authority of the EU. Its 
‘Concluding Remarks’, penned by Kurt Biedenkopf, Bronislaw Geremek, and 
Krzysztof Michalski, stated: 

 As memories of the Second World War faded and the risk of conflict between 
the Atlantic Alliance and the Soviet Union receded, the transformation of the 
EEC into the European Community, and finally into the European Union, 
pushed the Union’s economic goals ever more to the fore. Economic growth, 
improvement in living standards, extending and enhancing systems of social 
protection, and rounding off the common market assumed a priority. 26  

 However, although this report emphasized the importance of economic growth for 
underwriting the authority of the EU, it also recognized that something else was 
needed to endow this institution with legitimacy. 

 The report concluded that the principal challenge facing the EU was a politi-
cal one, and that the viability of the project of unifi cation therefore depended on 
its ability to establish a political foundation for its authority. It warned that the 
‘internal cohesion that is necessary for the European Union’ cannot be provided by 
‘economic forces alone’: 
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 It is no coincidence that economic integration is not enough to drive Euro-
pean political reform. Economic integration simply does not, of itself, lead to 
political integration because markets cannot produce a politically resilient sol-
idarity. Solidarity – a genuine sense of civic community – is vital because the 
competition that dominates the marketplace gives rise to powerful centrifugal 
forces. Markets may create the economic basis of a polity and are thereby an 
indispensable condition of its political constitution. But they cannot on their 
own produce political integration and provide a constitutive infrastructure 
for the Union. The original expectation, that the political unity of the EU 
would be a consequence of the European common market has proven to be 
illusory. 27  

 In pointing out the limits of economics for maintaining and developing the politi-
cal unity of the EU, the authors of this report echoed the pithy statement made 
previously by Jacques Delors, former president of the EC, who noted in his essay, 
‘Our Europe’, that ‘nobody falls in love with a growth rate’. 

 A report published by the EU in 2013 titled  New Narrative for Europe , and the 
publication  Mind and Body of Europe: New Narrative , explicitly recognized that 
the end of the Cold War represented a challenge to the standing and relevance 
of the EU. The Luxembourg MEP and prominent advocate of the EU, Viviane 
Reding, stated that: 

 In recent years, the experiences of war, of totalitarian regimes and the Cold 
War have gradually lost their immediacy in the eyes of the general public, 
which is to say that those horrors are losing their legitimising force. More 
and more Europeans regard the experiences of the 20th century – rightly 
or wrongly – as a thing of the past. The alarming results of the most recent 
European elections are proof of this trend: the fact that 25 % of the European 
electorate voted for extremist and anti-European parties shows that they must 
have somehow ‘forgotten’ the reasons for which the European Union was 
built. This presents a particular challenge for a new narrative for future Euro-
pean integration. It needs to give ‘heart and soul’ to Europe and help prevent 
people from repeating the mistakes of the past as citizens are increasingly 
swayed by dangerous, populist rabble-rouser. 28  

 The call for a new narrative for European unity was motivated by the under-
standing that the EU could no longer rely on the passive acquiescence of the 
European public, and that the practice of technocratic governance needed to 
be supplemented by a political narrative that could capture the imagination of 
citizens. But since values that could legitimate the EU cannot simply be plucked 
out of thin air, fi nding the ‘heart and soul’ of Europe proved to be a constantly 
elusive quest. 

 At the time Barroso, the president of the EC, argued that the era of passive acqui-
escence or what he called ‘implicit consent’ had to be replaced by a more explicit 



22 Who decides Europe’s values?

engagement with public life. He informed his audience at the State of the Union 
conference in May 2013: 

 We are at a point in time when European integration must be pursued openly, 
transparently and with the explicit support of the citizens of Europe. The 
times of European integration by implicit consent of citizens are over. Europe 
has to be ever more democratic. Europe’s democratic legitimacy and account-
ability must keep pace with its increased role and power. 29  

 For Barroso, the concept of implicit consent implied a state of affairs where Euro-
pean institutions were spared the task of having to gain the endorsement of the 
public as its legitimate authority. Barroso’s statement on the end of implicit consent 
raised the question of how to inspire people to adopt a more explicit identifi cation 
with the EU. Unfortunately the answer that the EU leadership offered to this ques-
tion was not, as Barroso suggested, more democracy – rather, it was the use of the 
public relations practice of rebranding the EU through a ‘new narrative’. 

 Rendering values explicit 

 Barroso’s statement regarding the EU’s legitimacy defi cit indicated that the ques-
tion of European values was far more problematic than he implied in his January 
2012 exchange with Viktor Orbán. Barroso was in no doubt that ‘the politics of 
implicit consent’ were over and that the ‘peace, prosperity and democracy’ that had 
legitimized the EU in the past could no longer motivate the younger generations. 30  
While Barroso recognized that the problem of the EU’s legitimacy defi cit had to 
be confronted, he could provide no solution for it, since this would have required 
an explicit engagement with the question of the normative foundation on which 
this institution rested. 

 The problem with the Hungarian government was not so much its advocacy of 
traditional values but that it raised questions to do with the domain of the norma-
tive in the fi rst place. Avoiding the domain of the normative was integral to the 
practice of implicit consent, and Hungary’s approach to values threatened to open 
up a can of worms. 

 The reluctance to address the thorny question of Europe’s foundational values 
has been a long-standing practice in the EU. As noted previously, Jacques Delors 
drew attention to the EU’s reluctance to engage with this problem openly, when he 
stated back in 2010 that ‘today we have hidden our shared values’. In this remark-
able statement, Delors explicitly criticized the leadership of the EU, argued that the 
EU leadership’s failure to uphold Europe’s values would have drastic consequences 
in the future. He asserted; 

 I do not know where the frontiers of this Europe of values are to be found 
but, from an intellectual viewpoint, European society does exist, even though 
today we have hidden our shared values. We have done so on the one hand 
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because we are terrified by globalisation and, on the other, because we are 
developing a kind of individualism that is made worse by a world character-
ized by media coverage and a kind of politics based on public opinion polls. 
All those values that go to make up a society are being done away with; day 
after day they are being destroyed. If the values of Europe are in decline, then 
it is Europe that suffers. 31  

 Delors’ concern about political leaders’ apparent indifference to Europe’s shared 
historical values was particularly directed at the casual manner with which they 
ignored the cultural legacy of the continent’s past. His statement directly touched 
on the issues that were later raised in the debate on Hungary in the European 
Parliament in January 2012. As if responding to the statement by French MEP 
Marie-Christine Vergiat that ‘European values are not Christian values’, Delors 
remarked that on the contrary, ‘Catholicism, or rather Christianity more generally, 
played a major role in the Europe of values’. 

 The one question that neither Barroso nor Delors addressed is, why? Why 
were Europe’s shared values hidden by political leaders committed to the cause 
of European unifi cation? Arguably this was the issue that fuelled the highly 
charged and polarized debate that erupted in the 2012 debate. As we explain 
later, from 1945 onwards, the project of European unifi cation was entwined with 
the  aspiration to break away from the legacy of the past – including the traditions 
and values that were associated with the history of this continent. Initially this 
aspiration was motivated by a reaction to Europe’s troubled and often violent past. 
The pioneers of European unifi cation were determined to distance their project 
from the infl uences that led to the outbreak of two world wars. With the  passing 
of time, their attempt to distance Europe from its legacy of confl ict hardened 
into an attitude that regarded the values and traditions of the past with suspicion. 
Consequently, instead of forging an authority based on the values of Europe’s 
tradition, the founders of the EU looked to expert and technocratic authority for 
gaining legitimacy. 

 Traditional values were not so much explicitly rejected as evaded and depo-
liticized. In the post-Second World War era, the status of tradition and many of 
the values associated with it acquired negative connotations in Western public 
discourse. The standing of traditional values further diminished in the 1960s. One 
of the accomplishments of the 1960s cultural revolution was to provide an explicit 
narrative for the devaluation of traditional norms and practices. In many quarters 
traditional norms and values were portrayed as expressions of outdated prejudice. 
Referring to this development, the historian Eric Hobsbawm wrote of a ‘cultural 
revolution’, which he described as ‘the breaking of the threads which in the past had 
woven human beings into social textures’. Hobsbawm stated that as a result, ‘what 
children could learn from parents became less obvious than what parents did not 
know and children did’. 32  

 Supporters of tradition were clearly on the defensive and, according to the chair 
of the Adenauer Foundation, ‘the revolt of 1968 destroyed more values than did the 
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Third Reich’. 33  It was clear to many conservative thinkers that by this time, these 
values could only survive on life-support. For the British historian J. H. Plumb, the 
widespread derision of ‘hollow’ values confi rmed  The Death of the Past . In a lecture 
given in 1968, he told his audience that ‘wherever we look, in all areas of social and 
personal life, the hold of the past is weakening’. 34  Indeed for many, the past had 
ceased to be a repository of meaningful values with which to infl uence and socialize 
the younger generations. 

 One of the consequences of exiling the past and its traditions from public 
life was the growing tendency to adopt a public language that eschewed state-
ments of values and moral norms. In Western European public life, arguments 
and statements that are communicated through a self-consciously moral language 
are rarely taken seriously in their own terms. This trend is particularly evident 
in communications within academic circles and cultural elites. In academic lit-
erature, morally framed arguments tend to be treated with contempt and scorn. 
The sociologists Shai Dromi and Eva Illouz point to a tendency to de-legitimate 
morality as a subject that ought to be taken seriously and to a ‘widespread confl a-
tion of morality with coercive ideological structures’. 35  The historian David Rowe 
echoes this point, contending that in some cases, the term ‘moral’ is deployed to 
signify that a particular phenomenon should not be taken seriously. He wrote 
that the coupling of the adjective ‘moral’ with the noun ‘panic’ offers ‘a pejorative 
connotative dimension’. 36  

 Because in the current cultural climate issues that touch on the domain of the 
moral are perceived by policy makers as divisive and disruptive, they tend to be 
avoided. Often their reluctance to engage explicitly with moral issues is expressed 
through a technical language that insists that what matters is what the evidence 
shows rather than the a priori claim of what is right and wrong. Often this 
approach is justifi ed by the claim that morality is at best an outdated form of false 
consciousness and at worst a coercive ideological construct. So it is not surprising 
that sections of the EU’s political elite have elected to hide Europe’s shared values. 
The moral language of right and wrong and good and evil are often rejected on 
the grounds that they are too judgmental. Politics often used a non-judgmental and 
morally neutral technical vocabulary so that decisions are justifi ed as being ‘evidence 
based’ and founded upon ‘research’. 

 Debates about values often acquire an acrimonious character. As the American 
political theorist Francis Fukuyama noted, ‘confl icts over “values” are potentially 
much more deadly than confl icts over material possessions or wealth’. 37  But the 
hostility directed towards Orbán and the Constitution enacted by his government 
was not simply directed at the values it endorsed but the very fact that by its actions, 
Hungary had placed the question of values back on the political agenda. And many 
EU politicians fear that a serious debate on moral norms runs the risk of isolating 
them from a signifi cant section of the people of Europe. 

 In a conversation conducted with the  Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung  a couple of 
months after the 2012 European Parliament debate, Orbán was reminded by his 
interviewer: ‘Mr Prime Minister, you are being criticised by the EU institutions 
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in Brussels like no head of government.’ Orbán’s explanation about the hostil-
ity directed at him was focused on his opponents’ determination to ensure that 
Europe’s shared values remain hidden. ‘There is something that I call a hidden or a 
secret Europe’, he remarked. ‘I have this feeling that for the sake of the debate over 
cultural and political correctness we no longer speak about the topics that are neces-
sary so that we can continue to exist as a crucial civilisation.’ 38  

 In a sense, the questions raised by the journalist from the  Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung  pointed to two distinct but interrelated issues. One was that of the status 
of traditional values, such as nation, family, and the role of religion; the other was 
the willingness to discuss these issues openly and to render explicit Europe’s rela-
tion with its past. For better or worse, the Hungarian Constitution, and especially 
its historical preamble, is self-consciously directed at affi rming the authority of the 
past. In contrast, the EU has found it diffi cult to reconcile its vision of the future 
with its history. Despite considerable efforts, the EU’s attempt to elaborate on ‘A 
New Narrative for Europe’ fails to point out what was the ‘old narrative’. Nor is it 
able to project a Europe that is organically related to what went before. 39  Indeed, 
judging by many of the statements made by its political and intellectual advocates, 
the launching of the project of European unifi cation is often depicted as an act of 
negating Europe’s past. 

 The problem of the past 

 The contrast between the new Hungarian Constitution and the one that it 
replaced mirrors the difference between attitudes towards the values of the past 
expressed during the 2012 debate in the European Parliament. The 1989 Hun-
garian Constitution that emerged in the aftermath of this nation’s transition from 
the Stalinist era was the product of deliberations that sought to avoid the dealing 
with the question of the relationship between Hungary’s past and present pre-
dicament. This 1989 Constitution was founded not on the historical traditions 
of Hungarian society, but on what one of its most ardent Western supporters, the 
Princeton University sociologist Kim Lane Scheppele, has characterized as ‘trans-
national constitutionalism’. 40  

 Transnational constitutionalism ‘takes its inspiration from internationally respected 
norms of human rights’ and from rules and procedures advocated by international 
organizations. The appeal of transnational ideals for its Hungarian supporters was 
that they bypassed the question, what is the foundation for the authority of Hun-
gary’s Constitution? As far as the authors of the 1989 Constitution were concerned, 
one of its virtues was that it provided a breathing space, during which the more 
profound question of the relationship between Hungary’s past and the present could 
be evaded. 

 Transnational constitutionalism emerged in the post-Second World War era and 
paralleled the ‘shift of emphasis from substantive to procedural sources of authority’ 
in Western societies. 41  Transnational constitutionalism presents itself as a value-neutral 
expression of the rule of law. András Bozóki, a former minister of culture, has praised 
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the ‘1989 democratic constitution’ because of its value-neutrality. He contends that 
the 1989 Constitution was ‘ideologically neutral’. He criticizes the new Constitution 
on the grounds that it ‘features one of the longest preambles in Europe, composed 
of a whopping 26 paragraphs’, which serves as an expression of a ‘national religious 
belief system’. 42  It is anything but a neutral document. 

 Supporters of the new Constitution, the Fundamental Law, argue that the 
connection that the preamble of this document draws between the present and 
its long-standing historical traditions is underpinned by a legitimate concern to 
uphold and celebrate the nation’s cultural and moral legacy. The Hungarian con-
servative philosopher, Ferenc Hörcher, contends that ‘it is through the preamble 
that the text of the constitution tries to connect the neutral state institutions with 
society’s cultural-moral order, in this way making it possible for trust to accumulate 
towards it’. 43  

 Hörcher’s argument raises important questions about the relation of values to 
the authority of the law. He criticizes the 1989 Constitution on the ground that 
because of the reluctance of its authors to engage with the realm of values it failed 
to confront the question of how to forge a relationship of trust between citizens and 
government. Hörcher appears to suggest that during the period of regime change, 
when Hungary had to abide by the rules set by Western international organiza-
tions, there was little choice but to opt for a so-called value-neutral constitutional 
arrangement. However, he believes that short-term expediency on the values ques-
tions had a corrosive impact on the legitimacy of the new system, arguing that, ‘in 
the long run the system’s value defi cit played a major role in delegitimizing the 
political system’. 44  

 It is important to point out that despite the claim of value-neutrality, constitu-
tional arrangements are rarely neutral. They may be silent on the question of values 
and hold them implicitly, but in debates about constitutional arrangements there 
are always values at stake. The very fact that in its debate of Hungary, the European 
Parliament raised the question of whether or not the Constitution violated the EU’s 
values was an implicit recognition of the fact that it was far from value-neutral. 

 The current debate on European values and of their relation to the policies of the 
Hungarian government and its Constitution do not simply refl ect a clash of cultural 
attitudes towards everyday issues in political and public life. They raise fundamen-
tal questions that touch on the legitimacy of political institutions and, ultimately, 
on the foundation on which the social and moral order is constituted. Since the 
acquisition of legitimacy remains one of the most important challenges facing all 
European governments, the problems raised in the European Parliamentary debate 
on Hungary has continued to serve as a focus of confl ict. 

 During the years following this debate, the actions of the Hungarian government 
continued to be seen as a threat to the viability of democracy not only within the 
nation but also within the EU. 45  However, even though many European federalists 
may not like what they see in Hungary, they know that the confl ict over values will 
not go away. Sooner or later they too will have to engage with the question of what 
are the values that binds their society together. 
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