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Ideological competition, especially in Europe, was supposed to end with the Cold War. There are two leading
explanations for why it did not. The first says that a Cold War mentality persists because former Soviet elites failed to
acknowledge their defeat. As a result, they did not embrace modern, Western values. This failure has led to a “values
gap” that is preventing progress.[1]

The second explanation says that a Cold War mentality persists because Western elites refused to treat the collapse
of the Soviet Union as a “negotiated settlement,” to use former Ambassador Jack Matlock’s phrase.[2] Western elites
have refused to acknowledge Russia’s contribution to ending the Cold War in order to assume the dominant position
in the relationship. This dominance is manifested in the so-called “values gap” which Western elites use to promote
their own political and economic interests.

These two positions seem quite far apart, which supports the idea that ideological competition is with us to stay,
despite the end of the Cold War. I would like to suggest, however, that these two perspectives actually have much in
common, and that recognizing this commonality opens the door for meaningful dialogue.

The first commonality is that both approaches view ideological competition as undesirable. It is universally decried as
a relic of the past that ought to be behind us. The only debate is over “how” to put it behind us. The similarities are
even deeper when one looks at the solutions proposed for overcoming ideological competition. According to the first
view, more commonly held in the West, the solution is to transform Russian culture through metanoia—a repentance
of the past. It is anticipated that such repentance will be followed by a cathartic rejection of the past, which will make
way for a common European future built on modern Western values.

In the second view, more commonly held in the East, the solution is the transformation of Western culture through
metanoia—a repentance of its heritage of cultural and religious colonialism. It is anticipated that this will be followed
by a cathartic rejection of the assumption that Western development is the only path to human progress, which will
allow for a common European future to be built on pan-European cultural values.

Thus, both explanations for the persistence of ideological confrontation acknowledge the need for a profound cultural
shift in European society, both reject the past division of the continent, and both seek to establish a common
European framework of values.

Why, then, has the values gap between Eastern and Western Europe been growing? The deeper answer probably
lies in unaddressed historical and cultural animosities that go back centuries. Sir Steven Runciman once ironically
observed that the Fourth Crusade came at the climax of a period when Latins and Greeks got to know each other
more and more, and decided that they could not stand each other.
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Despite the heroic efforts of a handful of scholars to cast Byzantium in a slightly more favorable light,[3] James H.
Billington’s remark that ignorance and neglect of our Byzantine heritage has been “a fixture of all the mistaken
conventional wisdom” about Eastern Europe remains as true today as when he wrote it twenty years ago.[4] The cast
of influential American academics who have actually written that the boundaries of the Byzantine Empire represent
an insurmountable values fault line, reads like a Who’s Who of US foreign policy advisors, for both Democratic and
Republican presidents.[5] We are, to no small extent, culturally conditioned to treat ideological competition as the
norm in East-West relations.

But if ending ideological competition were as easy as learning to appreciate our similarities, that would be reason for
optimism. Europeans, after all, have faced this situation before. The late Sir Herbert Butterfield recalls that:

“In the days of my own childhood, it was still the English against the French, these latter being the traditional enemy. I
can remember even now the schoolbook which said that the English owed all their freedom to their kinship with the
Germans, for liberty went back to the Teutons in their primeval forests. The Reformation, the emancipation of
religion, came from martin Luther, and Germany in any case had long enjoyed federal government, state rights and
even free, independent, self-governing cities, like Hamburg. The antithesis to all this was to be found in the Latin
countries. I still remember how it was all spelt out: Italy stood for the Papacy, Spain had had the Inquisition, while
France, twice over, if you please, had chosen to live under Napoleonic dictatorships, an evil which, in my young days,
had as yet had no parallel in other countries.”[6]

All that would be required is to apply this lesson to Russia, and to the rest of what Sir Dmitry Obolensky called “the
Byzantine Commonwealth,” recognizing its cultural heritage as our own. If as German Bundespraesident Christian
Wulff recently put it, “Islam is part of Germany” [“Der Islam gehoert zu Deutschland”], then surely Orthodox
Christianity, the inheritor of the Byzantine tradition, should be an even easier fit.

PRACTICAL STEPS

But perhaps because it is so familiar as well as so alien, accepting Byzantium as a core part of Western identity has
proved to be quite a challenge. Until it is, it will remain the source of our unacknowledged misunderstandings of each
other. To mitigate the deleterious consequences of such misunderstandings, I recommend taking several practical
steps:

(1) Reassure America over the loss of its influence in Europe. Former U.S. Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice’s
interview in Der Spiegel last year brings home the importance of NATO as the rationale for America’s continued
military presence in Europe.[7] And even though the world has changed dramatically since the end of the Cold War,
this basic aspect of American strategy has not. Europeans would therefore do themselves a favor by reassuring
American elites, who greatly fear losing their foothold in Europe, that they will not be marginalized in a more multi-
polar world. This will hopefully encourage future American elites to take a more collaborative approach on foreign
policy issues.

(2) Move quickly to anchor Russia to Europe because, to paraphrase former German Chancellor Gerhard
Schroeder: Russia has a China card to play; Europe does not.[8] Back in 2006 Russia’s current president, Dmitry
Medvedev, suggested a practical mechanism for accelerating Russia’s integration into Europe—an “asset swap” of
energy resources.[9]

According to Medvedev, allowing more Russian investment in refinery and distribution in Europe in exchange for
more European investment oil and gas extraction in Russia would create a “virtuous cycle” that promotes both
efficiency and security. Like the visionary French statesman, Robert Schuman, who proposed a similar arrangement
involving the strategic energy resources of his day—coal and steel—Medvedev clearly understood that success lies
in mutual vulnerability: “The Europeans say that we are putting them in a tight corner because they come to depend
too much on deliveries of Russian gas. Let us exchange assets then, and we will be dependent on them too.”[10]

Schuman’s proposal lead to the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community, which eventually became the
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European Union. If a new generation of Western leaders could embrace something similar for Russia, Cold War
thinking would become obsolete.

(3) Bring Ukraine into play as Europe’s indispensable partner for bringing Russia into the European Union.
Replace the misguided strategy that seeks to weaken Russian influence among its neighbors with one that makes
Russia the focal point of European integration, with the aim of building what Spain’s ambassador to Russia, Juan
Antonio March calls, “a vast space of citizenry called integral Europe.”[11]

By rejecting the choice between Russia and the West as a false one, Ukraine’s new president Viktor Yanukovych has
shown that he shares just such an integral concept of Europe. To reach fruition, however, an integral Europe must
embrace its Slavic heritage, of which Ukraine and Russia are both vital parts and incorporate it into a new and more
comprehensive paradigm of European identity, one that acknowledges Eastern Orthodoxy as part of its core
identity.[12]

(4) Finally, multiply our approaches to modernity. The current Cold War paradigm was designed to promote
ideological competition, and its only major upgrade during the past two decades has been to recast that competition
into a “clash of civilizations.” I suggest that we re-examine our basic assumptions about modernization and
development along the lines suggested by the late S. N. Eisenstadt, professor of sociology at the Hebrew University
in Jerusalem. His path breaking work on India, China, Japan and the Middle East, demonstrates that these societies
exhibited many of the cultural and institutional features typical of modern societies much earlier than traditionally
thought.

Eisenstadt concluded that there are many different sets of beliefs and many different institutional paths compatible
with modernity and he urged scholars to think in terms of “multiple modernities,” rather than a single Western path.
Recasting modernization from an imposed value to the rediscovery of a native tradition, would also help to eliminate
a fundamental source of the tension that it generates between “the West and the Rest,” and actually live up to the
true heritage of the West—cultural pluralism. Applying the lessons of multiple modernities to Europe itself might
suggest that one model of development that has been sorely neglected is that is that of Byzantium.

—

Western Europe’s alienation from its own Byzantine roots has done much to perpetuate Cold War divisions in
people’s minds, long after they have disappeared from the political map. The late German chancellor Helmut Schmidt
foresaw this very danger when he wrote, “[O]ur concept of Europe will one day have to once again encompass the
whole intellectual and artistic life of our Eastern European neighbors if we do not wish to become impoverished.”[13]

It would be an added benefit for all Europeans if, as a result of the latest economic crisis, Ukrainian elites realized the
pivotal contribution they could make to European security by re-casting Ukrainian identity from that of a border region
(Russia’s border with Europe; Europe’s border with Russia) into a European cultural center bridging its Eastern and
Western halves.

Ideological competition is not only unnecessary, it is a dead end. Still, envisioning an integral Europe that includes
Russia has proved to be no easy task. It can be made somewhat easier, however, by regarding it as process of
mutual rediscovery. Seen in this light, the ending of Russia’s cultural isolation from Europe could also help to
revitalize Western identity and, as German president Roman Herzog put it, lead to the healing of Europe’s soul.[14]

Nicolai N. Petro is professor of political science at the University of Rhode Island. In addition to his academic
publications, available at www.npetro.net, he writes about Russian affairs at:
www.opednews.com/author/author6199.html
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