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8. EPILOGO

8.
EPILOGUE:
Dreams of autonomy and owning a state

Dr Tassilo Herrschel
University of Westminster

‘Shall we hold on to our dream’, so was the question | faced on my
recent visit to Tolosa, Bilbao and the Basque Country a good week
ago. ‘Dreams are important as ideals, as guides and drivers of
ambition’ so or similarly, | responded. Dreams are a mix of reality
and imagination of how things might or should be, despite obsta-
cles found ‘in the real world’, and the imagined may be somewhat
hazy and imprecise. Basque ambitions for independent state-
hood, or, at least, far-reaching autonomy, contain such elements
of a dream - the likely, the do-able, ‘reality’ and ambitions, and
idealised scenarios for the future. Yet, as with dreams, they are
also a personal thing, individually constructed and loaded with
personal experiences, ambitions and awareness, as well as per-
sonality traits, such a being cautious or more ‘gung-ho’. So, how
to reach a common dream as joint enterprise, where everyone
can find themselves and feel being part of it, each with their in-
dividually held versions of the ‘big dream’ of national autonomy
or more?

Building bridges, communicating, sharing and involvement are

all themes that have been addressed, in varying ways, in this
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book. Indeed, the variety of voices, interpretations and underly-
ing dreams provides a needed broad platform for people to find
themselves on, and feel related to. Independence, nationhood,
identity and territory are all cornerstones of this dream of inde-
pendence for the Basque nation. Others, by contrast, may see this
with disdain and suspicion and seek to dismantle and dismiss
this dream as unrealistic, unaffordable daydreaming. Each of
these cornerstones represents a big topic in its own right, offer-
ing reference points for discussion, positioning, agreement and
disagreement. And so they shape lively, at times controversial,
but certainly engaged, debates about the links between these big
topics. How can one ‘get to grips’ with, and make accessible and
understandable, such things as ‘autonomy’, statehood, nation-
hood, or identity?

How real are these things for the individual person with their
daily routines, struggles and, yes, dreams about a world where
everything will be better and wonderful. The many migrants and
refugees coming to Europe in these days from different parts of
the world, are driven by such personal dreams of a better world
and life waiting for them. But, as often in life, reaching that
dream keeps hitting obstacles seemingly coming from nowhere.
The dream keeps moving ahead like a fata morgana, always in the
distance, seemingly reachable, yet also remaining just beyond
reach.

Much of this has to do with how they are seen — and perceived
— from both angles, the inside and the outside, us, and the out-
side world. This ‘us’ can be an individual, a group or a nation. We
see the other side as different and ‘not us’. Yet, likewise, simi-
lar views may exist ‘over there’, around us. So how to reconcile
this in the interest of reaching a dream that we want, and others
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can agree with and accommodate in their own dreams. And this
stretches across several tensions: the individual and the collec-
tive, the local and the international, the urban and the rural, the
powerful and the disempowered, the rich and the poor, and the
educated urbane and the less educated ‘out in the sticks’, the
old and the young. In this, the sense of togetherness, based on
shared imaginations and ambitions — or separateness and dif-
ference, based on depicting oneself against ‘the other’ — matter
strongly for the painting of the dream and making it relevant and
desirable for people across all those divisions. Bridges need to be
built through communication, consultation and explanation. Not
everybody will automatically subscribe to the same dream and
feel it is theirs.

We see this in the current anxieties, debates about, and politi-
cal responses to, the mass migration from crisis regions into the
EU. They are articulated in different ways in individual countries,
regions and cities. Much of this has to do with a stark sense of
‘them’ and ‘us’, of difference, intrusion and, importantly, threat.
Threat to being in control of, and thus ‘owning’, the place, territo-
ry, state one lives in—and which is an integral part of established
personal ‘dreams’ for leading ones life as imagned. ‘Will we still
be masters in our own lands’ is one of the recurring questions
among an increasingly bewildered and insecure population. And
here social factors matter, too, including information and under-
standing of what actually is going on, what the likely implications
may be, and how the individual experience relates to the bigger
picture in Europe and beyond.

Anxiety about ‘otherness’ as a source of threat — to security in
life and job — is spreading, and the impulse reaction in many in-
stances, especially central and eastern Europe, but also in the
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less prosperous regions in western Europe, and among people
unfamiliar with the broader, international picture, has been to re-
inforce defence walls and fences. Pulling up the drawbridges to
defend ownership of the territory, society and opportunity one
lives in has been a gutt reaction. This, however, is all about an
inward perspective, keeping oneself to oneself in one’s one little
world, leaving the big, threatening unknown, outside. We see this
inthe image of barbed and razor wire in Hungary. We see this also
inthe sudden emphasis on borders and border control, as the so-
lution to regain, and ascertain, ownership of state and territory
and values, etc.

The previously promoted, but increasingly less well articulated,
European dream of openness, unity and shared destiny has sud-
denly given way to attempts to create protected islands of nar-
rowly defined ‘selfs’. It reminds a bit like the artificial, small-scale
neat order of an allotment area within a tough urban, discon-
nected and threatening neighbourhood. Ironically, Hungary is
the country where the fences of the Iron Curtain were cut open
first as people inside wanted to get out. Then, they wanted to es-
cape from a state they didn’t feel they owned, and sought the
opportunity to reach their dreams of living ‘in the West’ — on the
other side of the fence. So, dreams can be powerful drivers of
events, even though they may take some time to bear fruition.
Circumstances matter, too.

In Europe, different views, dreams and expectations clash. They
do so between countries and their historic baggage, their ways of
doing things, but also concerning individual people, depending
on age, education and where they live — in a city, or the rural pe-
riphery. Arguments of shared responsibility, i.e. humanity, as well
as opportunity, are fielded to justify (and rationalise) the accom-
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modation of large numbers of refugees. How should one respond
to distress, other people’s dreams, and expectations? So there is
a moral dilemma among people in Europe, and certainly in politi-
cal circles: how to respond to this self-empowerment to pursue a
‘right to a dream’ of a better and more secure life. And so dreams
may clash. Who is entitled to such, and who not? Are there differ-
ences? Can it apply merely to some, but not others, such as the
powerful, influential and economically successful, but not the
poor, destitute and desperate?

This economic dimension is important, and finds itself never far
away from the argument about making choices: are they viable
economically, are theyjustifiable and affordable? Communication
with likeminded people, irrespective of existing political, admin-
istrative or physical borders and boundaries allows the develop-
ment of bridges and, then, senses of understanding, trust, even
joint ambitions. This includes not just personal choices, but also
guests for self-determination and self-governing of regions, cit-
ies and, of course, communities that possess a sense of national
self. Yet, what we do also affects others. Our decisions are not
made in a vacuum. They are shaped by context, our reading of
them, and the ideals, visions and dreams on the basis of those. So,
understanding each other is important to find a path of changing
things that is acceptable to all involved. Only then can it be sus-
tained and beneficial for everyone.

So, adream can be a powerful driver of people’s sense of destiny,
and achieving that instils a sense of taking control of matters to
get there. Being ‘in control’ and ‘having a stake’ in decisions and
developments may seem the answer to put a dream into reality
by changing some of the surrounding parameters. Being in con-
trol, however, also implies being responsible for what happens
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and the outcomes of decisions made. Achieving control cannot
be the end in its own right. It can only be the first step in setting
up a new direction of development towards a mapped out imag-
ined better future (the ‘dream’). Important is what to do with this
ownership, how to turn it into processes and outcomes that eve-
ryone involved can feel part of and thus will support.

Redrawing boundaries and thus defining territories of ‘owner-
ship’ are not an automatic answer and end to the story. Divisions
and differences, shaped by external circumstances and internal
responses, take much longer to be overcome. The unification of
Germany is a clear example of this. Although divided and under
the rule of very different state systems for just under 50 years,
the legacies can be felt until today. There have been clear winners
and losers of the post-authoritarian adjustment process in eastern
Germany, with the losers feeling alienated and left behind by the
changes. They clearly feel not in ownership of the new (combined)
state, are resentful of, and anxious about, any further changes and
forms of ‘alienation’ they cannot relate to and feel excluded from.
And this includes western German investors and functionaries just
as much as unaccustomed ‘foreigners’ as immigrants. The sense
among those resentful is that they have lost their familiar circum-
stances and are not part of the unfamiliar new.

This sense of alienation and separateness between state and
people is a powerful force of political opposition and rejection,
irrespective of territorial boundaries. It is not those lines that de-
cide so much on ownership and sense of self-governing and inde-
pendence, as being part of the ‘story’ as being engaged, involved
in political and societal decisions, and, importantly, as benefit-
ing from these changes. The idea of ownership is generally as-
sociated with a beneficial, positive effect. Ownership also means
‘control’ and ‘utility’. It is more than about symbolism. That in it-
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self is not sufficient. Something more personally meaningful and
positive needs to come out of such empowerment. Otherwise it
may create more, rather than less, resentment, suspicion, disil-
lusionment and apathy. So, the view needs to be broad as well
as specific at the same time: not an easy task. While mapping
out a collective future as a narrative of collective gain and self-
empowerment does project a positive message, that needs to
translate into individual stories of advantages and gains from
that. Otherwise, initial enthusiasm may quickly give way to dis-
appointment and disaffection, even embitterment, about failed
promises and shattered dreams.

To achieve this, new politics and ways of articulating, justifying
and pursuing them may be needed to respond to changing ex-
ternal and internal circumstances, be that economic, political or
generational. Not just at the national level, but also beyond, with-
in individual states and across the European Union, a younger
generation, forinstance, may have different priorities and justifi-
cations for their ambitions and subsequent political and personal
decisions, than the older. And it is here, then, that political goals,
the ways of making politics and policies, and the mechanisms
and modi operandi used, may be reinvented in a novel way, with
new imaginations and interpretations. These may well be differ-
ent from, and possibly in challenge to, the established ways of
doing things. And bringing about political innovation need not
necessarily be a prerogative of the young who ‘invent’ such new
ways. ‘Radical’ older policy makers, too, can play an important
role, as the case of Jeremy Corbyn as newly elected, unconven-
tional leader of the Labour Party, shows.

An established scenario, agenda and narrative may be close to
the heart of the older generation still in power, but will the same
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values and reasoning apply to the younger people, when they
reach positions of power and decision-making? These are impor-
tant questions not just for the shaping of an independent Basque
country or state, but also beyond, Spain and the EU as a whole.
What dreams do we have, how much do we share in these, and
can we make it a shared dream for all involved, while responding
to individual expectations and desires? The task is certainly cut
out, but let’s not be discouraged, because that may mean giving
up on dreams altogether. And what would life be without them?
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